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ABSTRACT
This research study sought to examine the experiences of women university presidents. Despite
the universal call for the diversification of higher education leadership, women are significantly
underrepresented in the seat of the university presidency as higher rank university leadership
positions are overwhelmingly occupied by white males. By interviewing women university
presidents from diverse backgrounds and from different institutions, this instrumental case study
examined their unique experiences. This study utilized two critical theoretical concepts to guide
the study: intersectionality and gendered organizations theory.

Keywords: Women in higher education, women in leadership, gender bias, gender equity, double
bind, gendered leadership, diversity, inclusion, intersectionality, multicultural organizations

iii

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
I stand on the shoulders of a community of people who have lifted me up, inspired me,
and pushed me to the finish line with love, patience, and an enormous amount of faith. Thank
you to my family and friends who have supported me from near and far- from Los Angeles, to
Texas, New York City and all the way to Campaspero, Valladolid.
A special thank you to those who brainstormed with me, who problem solved with me,
who argued with me, who answered the phone at 2am and listened to my rambling thoughts, my
worries, and my tears. Even when contentious conversations were uncomfortable and we had to
simply agree to disagree, the exchange of ideas with each of you inspired me inside and outside
of the classroom. To Miguel, Mario, Stacey, Elena, Daniela, Mariana, Cristina, Suyapa,
Danielle, Olivia, Tom, Alberto, Vanessa, Liz, Maya, Bea, Raquel, Eva, Whitney, Wil, and many
more family, friends, and colleagues, thank you all for helping me grow and for sharing your
insight. My cup runneth over. I am so blessed to have you all in my life.
To my sister, Andrea Soria, who was the first person I looked up to as a little girl. Thank
you for being my first role model. Thank you for showing me what it means to be brave. Thank
you for being a bold example of what it means to be unapologetically and authentically you.
Thank you for all of the nights that turned into weeks of you caring for Austin so that I could
study. Thank you for being my human thesaurus, thank you for proofreading, thank you for
feeding my heart and my belly! Your strength is unmatched. I love you.
Thank you to my dissertation committee members: Dr. Marrun, Dr. Rincon, Dr. Ngo, and
Dr. Varner for your all of your support, flexibility, understanding, and honest critiques. A special
thank you to Dr. Clark, my dissertation committee chair— you were a confidant, a therapist, an
educator, a guru, a mentor, a light, a soundboard, a round-the-clock confidence builder, an

iv

advocate, and a fearless leader to me. You held me accountable. Thank you for believing in me. I
have evolved as a person thanks to you. Once you see it, you cannot unsee it. I am forever
grateful.
Lastly, an enormous thank you to Mr. Joe Lozano. Thank you for never holding me back
and for always being supportive of my dreams no matter how wild or how impossibly
challenging they appeared. Brave is the man who loves a wild woman. You are the epitome of
patience, kindness and selflessness. You are my safe place.

v

DEDICATION
To my resilient immigrant parents, Andrea and Jesus, who inherently taught me how to
think critically, to live with purpose, who showed me the meaning of patience and kindness, and
who demanded that I love and respect myself. The rollercoaster journey of the doctoral program
and this dissertation is a testament to all of the lessons you both taught me.
“Si no eres parte de la solución, eres parte del problema.”
“No tengas miedo del frío, la primavera es hermosa.”
“No lo digas con palabras, demuéstralo con hechos.”
“Estén orgullosos de quienes son, y de dónde vienen.”
“Lo que viene del corazón no tiene precio.”
“Sin prisa, pero sin pausa.”
“Eres Soria.”
And to my children, Austin and Avery, may you always remain open to all of the ‘unexpected’
caminos that life has to offer.
“Caminante no hay camino, se hace camino al andar.”

vi

TABLE OF CONTENTS
Abstract

iii

Acknowledgements

iv

Dedication

vi

List of Tables

xi

List of Figures

xii

Chapter 1: Introduction

1

Context Setting

1

Personal Connection

4

Problem Statement & Background

6

Purpose of Study & Research Questions

9

Theoretical Frameworks

9

Intersectionality

10

Gendered Organizations Theory

12

Brief Review of Topic Literature

15

Operational Definitions

16

Brief Review of the Methodological Literature

19

Limitations of the Study

20

Scope & Significance of the Study

21

Chapter Summary

22

Chapter 2: Review of Literature

23

Restatement of the Purpose of the Study

23

History of Women in Higher Education

24

Women in Working in Higher Education

27

Working Conditions

29

Pay Gap

30

Hiring & Promotion

31

Lack of Mentorship

32

Micro-Inequities

32

Diversity Initiatives and Quotas

34

Leadership in Higher Education

35
vii

The University President

35

Women Presidents

36

Women Leadership Styles

39

Gender & Leadership

40

In-Group Favoritism

40

Gendered Leadership

41

The Matrix of Academic Leadership Bias

43

Overview of Identified Related Literature

43

Gaps in Literature

44

Chapter Summary

45

Chapter 3: Research Design & Methodology

46

Restatement of the Purpose of the Study

46

Approach to the Study

48

Rationale for Case Study

48

Instrumental Case Study

49

Interviewing

50

Additional Methodological Considerations

51

Researchers Role in the Study

52

Research Site and Participants

52

Sampling Techniques

53

Data Collection

54

Credibility, Reliability, and Validity

55

Ethical Considerations

57

Chapter Summary

60

Chapter 4: Research Findings

61

Restatement of the Purpose of the Study

61

Study Participants

62

Olivia

65

Scarlett

68

Teresa

71

Amelia

75
viii

Content Analysis

77

Emergent Themes

78

Unexpected Path

78

Significance of Mentorship

81

Lack of Role Models

82

The Weight of Being ‘The First’

83

Challenges

83

Sense of Responsibility

86

Agency, Authenticity, & Awareness

89

The Gendered Nature of the Presidency

93

Revisiting Theoretical Frameworks

97

Other Findings

98

Chapter Summary

101

Chapter 5: Discussion & Conclusion

102

Restatement of the Purpose of the Study

102

Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations

103

Discussion of Findings

104

Research Question 1

104

Research Question 2

106

Research Question 3

109

Research Question 4

112

Discussion: Comparison to Similar Studies

114

Discussion: Relationship to Broader Field of CME

118

Closing the Leadership Gap

119

Multicultural Organizational Development

119

Action Items

122

Reimagining an Inclusive Academy

125

Recommendations for Future Research

127

Key Takeaways

129

Conclusion

130

Appendix A

132
ix

References

133

Curriculum Vitae

155

x

LIST OF TABLES
Table 1: Women’s Degree Attainment by Year and Level

26

Table 2: Growth of Women University Presidents by Year and Institutional Type

38

Table 3: Research Timeline

57

Table 4: Participant Demographics

63

Table 5: Participant Professional Experience

63

Table 6: Participant University Demographics

64

Table 7: Identities of Participants’ Mentors

79

Table 8: Emergent Themes and Key Phrases from Interview

96

Table 9: Diversity of Participants’ Senior Leadership Teams

99

Table 10: Intersectional Identities of Senior Leadership

100

xi

LIST OF FIGURES
Figure 1: Visual illustration of the increase of degrees attained by Women overtime

27

Figure 2: Visual illustration of the focus of the study

47

xii

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
The story of how women came to higher learning is one of self-education outside
inaccessible colleges. Despite heavy opposition by men and rigid socio-political
structures, women educated themselves by every means available, becoming especially
skillful in writing and reading. This same learning activism will continue with or without
support from others globally. I am hopeful that obstacles will become increasingly clear
and unacceptable. (Gary A. Berg, Author of The Rise of Women in Higher Education:
How, Why and What's Next, 2020, p.1)
Introduction
In this chapter I will introduce the research study regarding bias in higher education
leadership. This will be accomplished by briefly introducing the topic, reviewing the researcher's
personal connection to the study, unpacking the problem statement, and reviewing the theoretical
frameworks and topic literature.
Context Setting
Icey, single, lonely, aggressive, bitchy, conniving, hot-tempered, masculine, and
emotional-- these are some of the derogatory terms, masked as tongue in cheek expressions, that
highlight negative stereotypes of women in leadership. Social trends indicate there are more
women in leadership roles today than ever - and across all professional sectors. 2018 data from
Pew Research Center indicates an upwards of 25% increase of women in top roles over the last
40 years in various sectors including U.S. politics, business, and university leadership. Despite
more women earning positions of power, the merit of women in leadership continues to be
exceedingly critiqued, disparaged, and threatened. As the first female woman of color to hold the
vice presidency, even Kamala Harris has been accused of “sleeping her way to the top” and of
being “a gold digger” (Wright, 2019). Stereotypes about women in leadership have permeated as
a result of what Yarrow (2018) refers to as the ‘90s bitchification of women in american
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mainstream media landscape. The dangers of these stereotypes are manifested in social injustices
and workplace discrimination that perpetuate the overt and subvert marginalization and
discounting of all women, but most especially women of color. Gender stereotypes compounded
by racial stereotypes further complicate the obstacles facing women in leadership and vary
widely depending on race and ethnicity (Rosette et al, 2016). Stereotypic archetypes include the
strong Black woman, the passive Asian woman, or the sexy Latina (Ghavami & Peplau, 2013;
Ro, 2020).
American feminist advocacy has made influential strides since the original women’s
suffrage movement began over 170 years ago - the right to vote, access to education, the right to
run for public office. Despite the progress, sizable gender inequalities and a pervasive distortion
of women in leadership is still very present even in institutions of higher education (Bichsel &
McChesney, 2017; De Welde & Stepnick, 2015; Edwards, 2018; Pasque & Nicholson, 2011).
Problematic experiences for women in higher education leadership include systemic sexism,
bullying, and harassment. Women are subject to persistent pay gaps, including lower averages of
research grant funding. They receive unfair service loads and are often relegated to more campus
service, advising, and co-curricular duties than their male counterparts. Women experience
opportunity gaps including issues of hiring, promotion, and advancement as women are also less
likely to hold senior administrative roles such as academic dean, executive vice president or
provost (Berg, 2020; Oliveira et al, 2019; O’Meara et al, 2017; Reinert, 2016; Torres & Chavous,
2020; Whitford, 2020b).
Gender bias, specifically in leadership, is an urgent issue that is overlooked simply
because a few women have defeated the odds. While there are many popular and wellestablished women in public facing leadership positions - Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, Oprah
2

Winfrey, Angela Merkel, Sheryl Sanberg - their status on major platforms creates a skewed
notion that women are not disadvantaged juxtaposed to men. This illusion complicates
perception and reality for women struggling to enter leadership roles. Eagly (2020) explains
successful women’s presence opens a window of inaccuracy as naysayers suggest there is no
“glass ceiling” or barrier preventing women from being successful leaders. The depiction of a
glass ceiling suggests that once it has been broken, all women who follow no longer have the
same challenges as those before. A more accurate description of women’s disadvantage(s) and
their struggles to leadership is described in Eagle & Carli’s (2007) metaphor of a labyrinth,
which notes that while some women have successfully overcome obstacles, the walls of a
labyrinth remain as obstacles to the women who follow. “Some women are unable to chart their
way through and get stuck in dead ends, and others may advance by persisting after experiencing
setbacks and wrong turns” (Carli, 2020). In higher education, women have long battled to gain
access to higher education as students, as faculty, as administrators and as prominent university
leaders. And while women in higher education continue to make strides, individual women
achieving victories does not dismantle the pervasive inequity that still exists. Considering the
historical experiences for women and how women in leadership are perceived, the pathway to
the university presidency is exceedingly disadvantageous for women, particularly women of
color as the intersection of gender and race/ethnicity further exacerbates the consequences of
bias in higher education leadership.
Intersectionality, a term coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw in 1989, is used to describe the
effects of multiple forms of discrimination, and will be particularly salient to consider as the
leading theoretical framework that guided this study. As president of the University of
Connecticut, Susan Herbst notably shared, “two aspects of my identity (race and gender) are so
3

intertwined that, in most instances if these were operative, it would have been very difficult to
determine which of the factors was in play or how they intersected” (Chronicle of Higher
Education, 2018, para. 19); highlighting the notion that bias in the workplace is not only difficult
to identify and name, but also nuanced (Torres & Chavous, 2020).
Personal Connection to the Study
I attended an all-girl catholic high school where philosophies of women empowerment
and women as leaders were invariable proverbs. Despite being raised with such a clear and bold
doctrine, if you would have asked me four years ago if I was a feminist, I would have nervously
and uncomfortably dodged the question. I likely never felt connected to the term feminist
because I never faced a situation where I had to explicitly fight for equity as a woman. I was
raised in a large Spanish-Catholic family with a majority of male cousins. Despite being the
youngest of all the cousins, I never felt othered as a result of my sex or gender. Similarly, as I
reflect back to my college career, through my undergraduate and graduate studies across four
different institutions, as well as my professional and academic career, I could not think of a
single time when I experienced explicitly sexist behavior or felt discriminated against. While I
believed in the idea of equality between sexes, I was never challenged to uphold said philosophy
in a meaningful or impactful way. That was until I enrolled in a course on women in higher
education, where I was forced to reflect on what it meant to be a feminist. While I considered
myself an advocate for social justice and an ally to minoritized groups, I was uncomfortable
admitting that as a woman I struggled to identify as a feminist. I was not ashamed of being a
woman, nor was I in any way in opposition of women’s rights, but struggled I with the term
feminist and was uncomfortable by my inability to feel included in the rhetoric. My experiences
navigating through the course readings led me to wonder how other women encountered the term
4

feminism. As a result, I decided to explore my curiosity during the final project of the course. I
lead a small case study where I interviewed 10 women in university leadership about their
feminist perspectives and identities. Several themes emerged from the case study: experiences of
subvert discrimination, masculine conformity, apprehension to self-identify as feminist, and a
lack of mentorship. I was fascinated by the findings and analysis of this study as it unveiled
problematic concerns about the professional climate of higher education. Unbeknownst to myself
at the time, that small project would become the catalyst for the conducted research study
discussed in this paper.
The responsibility to identify and acknowledge implicit and explicit instances of
discrimination does not merely land on those directly involved. Discrimination is also
perpetuated by silence, ignorance, and dismissing taboo conversations. Meyers (2013)
recognizes, “those who have not experienced or witnessed gender discrimination and other acts
of sexism that are, in fact, commonplace within higher education generally believe that
accusations of unfair and inequitable treatment of women in academe is hyperbolic, overstate,
unjust, and unwarranted. Even women who have been the target of systemic gender bias and
sexist abuse may not think of themselves as such, instead seeing discriminatory acts as isolated
and personal--- or even wondering if they have done something to cause the abuse” (p. 274).
Ultimately, my personal connection to the study was simple: as a woman pursuing a career in
higher education, it is necessary to understand the social constructs, practices and policies that, if
remained unchecked, might will affect my trajectory and limit my possibilities as a woman of
color working in higher education.
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Problem Statement and Background
While universities have seen an increase in enrollment of women students, access to
higher education alone does not ensure equitable experiences or opportunities. Despite
dominating the workforce in the field of education, research shows there is a gap in
representation of women in higher education leadership and university governance (Johnson,
2017; Renn, 2014; Wotipka & Svec, 2018). From second shift parenting to internal motivation, a
variety of research has attempted to explain the barriers women experience when seeking senior
level positions (Johnson, 2017; Pasque & Nicholson, 2011; Shepherd, 2015; Shepherd, 2017).
The pipeline myth suggests too few women are qualified enough for executive positions in
higher education, but data shows otherwise (Bagilhole & Goode, 2001; Johnson, 2017;
Shepherd, 2015). Since the 1980s women have earned more undergraduate and master’s degrees
than men; and since 2006, women have continued out-earning men by attaining more than 50%
of all doctoral degrees (Johnson, 2017). Key findings from the American Association of
University Professors (AAUP) in depth look at the demographics and salaries of full-time faculty
found that women make up 42% of full-time tenured or tenure-track faculty but their salaries are
only 81% of men’s earnings (Colby & Fowler, 2020b). This analysis “confirms that women
faculty members continue to face unique challenges in academia with respect to employment,
advancement, salary, and job security, and that higher education is by no means immune from
systemic racism” (Colby & Fowler, 2020a, para. 4).
Despite out-learning men to the highest degree attainable in academia (U.S. Department
of Education, 2020) and having qualifications that suggest women are “better equipped to lead
colleges in times of crisis” (Flynn, 2021, p. 1), findings from the College and University
Professional Association for Human Resources (CUPA-HR) and the American Council on
6

Education (ACE) both highlight middle-aged white men dominate the ranks in higher education
leadership (Johnson, 2017). CUPA-HR indicates 86 percent of top executives, division heads,
department heads, deans and associate deans are white, while ACE notes that positions with high
faculty rank, salary, and prestige are largely held by males (Seltzer, 2017a; Seltzer, 2017b).
Most notably, males hold a whopping 70% of the exclusive seat of the university president
(Johnson, 2017). Of the 30% of university presidents who are women, only 5% are women of
racial or ethnic minority (Howard & Gagliardi, 2018). Furthermore, only 8% of women lead the
most prestigious doctoral granting universities with the majority of women presidents, 40%,
serving associate colleges. The persistent gender gap in higher education leadership indicates a
concerning and urgent need to “investigate patterns of bias as a major obstacle against
diversifying university leadership” (Johnson, 2017, p. 14).
While universities across the country display enthusiasm and expressed commitments to
diversifying leadership, the actual advancement of women is excruciatingly slow (Monroe et al,
2014; Berg, 2020). An analysis of the current growth rates indicates it would take over 100 years
for equal numbers at the current rate (Shepherd, 2015). In their study on women in academia,
(Ledwith & Manfredi) lament, “women in universities have not yet been able to overcome the
obstacles that exist in a long-established, very traditional environment” (2000), p.12). “While
numerical increases (of) women (in higher education administration) generally are clear, a
deeper look at the numbers exposes continuing disparity in rank, prestige, and compensation”
(Berg, 2020, p.1). Statistical and quantitative data confirm the ongoing existence of gender
inequality within American academia.
The reasons for underrepresentation of women in senior level leadership roles across
university sectors are complex and multifaceted- and exacerbated by prejudice, poor policies as a
7

result of organizational practices, and systemic inequalities embedded in the culture of higher
education (De Welde & Stepnick, 2015; Gutierrez et al, 2012; Koch & Irby, 2002; Longman and
Madsem, 2014; Martínez Alemán & Renn, 2002; Monroe et al., 2014; Renn, 2014; Williams,
2013a; Williams, 2013b). Universities espoused inclusive values hide the “underlying systemic
structures that privilege male[s]” and require a shift “in policies to address ongoing issues of
gender inequality in higher education” (Gouthro et al, 2018 as cited in Berg, 2020, p.17). Despite
national mandates in place to inhibit the discrimination of women seeking employment and
promotions, the perpetuation of bias in higher education leadership is both ironic and shameful
(Klein et al, 2002; Koch & Irby, 2002). Renn (2014) summarizes best: “higher education
[reflects] society, and what happens on campus may be no worse than what happens off campus.
But in institutions designed to promote learning and development, to embrace the best
possibilities of human interaction and growth, and to be at the forefront of creating new
knowledge standards for equity and fair treatment should be at least possible, if not attainable”
(p. 56).
As “men continue to occupy the upper ranks of higher education, [universities] have
failed to recognize, let alone alter, gendered institutional practices that block women’s
advancement” (Pyke, 2015, p. 84). Changing university climate “from exclusive to inclusive
requires a change in attitudes, assumptions, norms, values, commitments, and traditions that
comprise the overall atmosphere of the school” (Irby & Brown, 2002, p. 52). Accordingly, the
seat of the president plays an integral role in shaping the “educational philosophy, direction, and
culture of their institution” and therefore would be an exceptional window to university climate.
(Blumenstyk, 2014 as cited in Oikelome, 2017, p.23).
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Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to examine the exclusive seat of the university president
and the experiences of the few women who hold office at four-year universities in the United
States. Despite an increase in initiatives to diversify universities, women are underrepresented in
the highest levels of leadership and governance in higher education as higher rank executive
positions continue to remain largely held by white males. By interviewing women who are
university leaders and exploring their journey to those positions, this study hoped to uncover the
unique experiences of women who have been appointed to govern institutions of higher
education, specifically focusing on the seat of the president and the gendered nature of the role.
The research questions were:
1. What are the career trajectory experiences of women presidents in higher education?
2. How have salient aspects of their identity influenced their experience?
3. What strategies did they use as women to reach their current position?
4. How have institutional campus cultural factors contributed to their experiences?
These questions were designed to elicit data pertaining to the characteristics, qualities, and
experiences of successful women in higher education leadership. This study hoped to unveil the
biases and prejudices that perpetuate inequality in higher education leadership and to collect
advice for future women leaders. The nature of the study and research questions will be
discussed in greater depth in Chapter 3.
Theoretical Frameworks
The research study drew upon two critical areas of scholarship: intersectionality gendered
organization theory. Intersectionality is the perspective by which this study is born as the study is
unable to take flight without first understanding that the lived experiences of women are vast and
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vary depending on various aspects of their identity. Next, it is important to understand how the
workplace environment, in this case institutions of higher education, played a role in a women’s
ability to navigate their professional careers. Accordingly, gendered organizations theory sets the
framework for understanding the preconceived notions of women in leadership. Each theory is
further introduced below.
Intersectionality
Intersectionality begins with the premise that various categories of identity such as race,
ethnicity, sex, gender, sexuality, class, language, able-bodiness, and other forms of social status
that experience marginalization may overlap and have contradictory standing including
marginalized and privileged status (Brewer et al, 2013; Collins, 2007; Kohn-Wood, 2020;
Nunez, 2014). Furthermore, intersectionality theory recognizes that multiple marginalized
identities compound and amplifies oppression. In order to adequately review women in
leadership in higher education, it is necessary to first acknowledge that not all women experience
womanhood or society the same. Recognizing identities outside of gender acknowledges that not
all women share the same experiences (hooks, 1984).
Intersectionality was first introduced in 1989 by Kimberlé Crenshaw. During her studies
in law school, she noticed that gender and race were considered completely separated and
isolated identities. One legal case in particular sparked the concept of intersectionality and
highlighted how women of color were discriminated against twofold under the law. The 1976
case of Degraffenreid vs General Motors involved five African American women suing General
Motors for racial and gender discrimination. The courts found that GM did not discriminate
against hiring women because many (white) women held jobs as secretaries; and also found that
GM did not discriminate against hiring people of color because many African American (men)
10

held jobs as factory workers. The case ruling illustrates an ignorance of ‘the intersection’ of
multiple layers of discrimination as it disproved gender discrimination and racial discrimination
as separate issues.
Intersectionality as a conceptual framework reject sweeping statements that group all
women together. When the experiences of women are overgeneralized and grouped as a singular
homogeneous truth, we prioritize only dominant women, that is, white, able-bodied, cis-gendered
women, while silencing the experiences of non-dominant women. Crenshaw (1991) explains,
the “elision of difference is problematic, fundamentally because [the discrimination] that many
women experiences is shaped by other dimensions of their identities” (Crenshaw, 1991, p. 1242).
Intersectionality opens the conversation regarding intragroup differences and recognizes that
oppressed identities are complex and cannot be divided or segmented. Identity is the culmination
and combination of an individual's characteristics, conditions, qualities, and beliefs, and how
those individual experiences the world is relative to all parts of their identity. For example, a
gay, black, paraplegic, women, is not black or paraplegic; their unique identity is a result of all
factors coexisting simultaneously.
Carbado et al, (2013) note intersectionality has become “a social movement, invoking
many more forms of identity than race, sex, and gender, and invoked by scholars across multiple
fields within academia and the interplay of issues as more women ascend to leadership positions”
(Kohn-Wood, 2020, p.25). Further, the intersection of race and gender is uniquely important to
consider because Women of Color remain disadvantaged in the historically white male academy.
Harris (2012) explains, “societal privilege is in fact bestowed upon white women because of
their race and men of color because of their gender” (p. 104). By considering the various ways
women are simultaneously oppressed beyond gender, a more accurate depiction of individual
11

experiences is formed and based on their entire identity. Identifying the multiple modes of
marginalization women experience is crucial to cultivating forms of resistance and to avoid
sustaining existing gender power dynamics (Kohn-Wood, 2020). hooks (2014) stresses,
“patriarchal domination shares an ideological foundation with racism and other forms of group
oppression… there is no hope that it can be eradicated while these systems remain intact… that
sexism, racism, and class exploitation constitute interlocking systems of domination— that sex,
race, and class, and not sex alone, determine the nature of any female’s identity, status, and
circumstance” (p. 49). Appropriately so, the study on women in higher education leadership
employed intersectionality as a framework for examining the multiple dimensions of women’s
identities and capturing the challenges and disadvantages associated with multiple forms of
oppression i.e.: racism, sexism, ableism, ageism, and other marginalized identities.
When limited by a single unit of analysis, distinct and complex experiences of women are
excluded. This undermines the “movement of intersectionality” and the call for the complexity of
conflicting statuses to be explicitly recognized and addressed (Carbado et al., 2013; Torres &
Chavous, 2020). This study acknowledges the various interlinked distinctions of what it means to
navigate social structures as a woman. Intersectionality as a theoretical framework serves as “a
method for operationalizing lived experiences” and is an appropriate framework to explore the
multiple dimensions of women’s identities and the structures of leadership, power and privilege
in higher education (Kohn-Wood, 2020, p.25).
Gendered Organizations Theory
It is also necessary to acknowledge that higher education is a gendered place. While
espoused values expressed in university mission statements detail equity, diversity, and other
buzz terms, organizational structures of higher education exhibit patriarchal tendencies.
12

“Feminist sociologists, who study corporations and bureaucracies such as universities, find they
are ‘gendered’ institutions whose policies, practices, and cultural presumptions generate
gendered divisions of labor and bolster men’s careers while hurting women’s” (Pyke, 2015, p.
84). Understanding the organizational practices and processes that occur in a workplace
environment is central to explaining gender inequality and the systematic advantages of men,
particularly white men in higher education.
Gendered organizations theory begins with the premise that gender roles are explicitly
and implicitly encoded in workplace cultural norms, and that those conceptions of institutions
being genderless is problematic. Coined by Joan Acker in 1990, gendered organizations theory
recognizes that gender permeates ideologies, practices, and symbols- and therefore is
foundational to the cultural climate of a university. Acker (1990) defined gendered organizations
as a place where “advantage and disadvantage, exploitation and control, action and emotion,
meaning and identity are patterned through and in terms of a distinction between male and
female, masculine and feminine” (p. 146). Gendered organizations theory also frames the notion
of gendered leadership which explains that existing organizational structures promote different
expectations of leaders according to their gender (Acker, 1990; Eddy & Cox, 2008). Specifically,
gendered leadership highlights that women striving for leadership roles are often judged against
male models of leadership (Eddy & Cox, 2008).
Gender Schema Theory
At the root of gendered organizations theory is gender schema theory, which postulates
that people learn to define gender norms and roles of men and women based on their cultural and
social development. This is important to acknowledge as leadership roles and characteristics
associated with power are often linked to masculine gender identities. A woman's experience and
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how they navigate social structures is distinctly influenced by social norms and gender roles.
Masculine and feminine are terms denoting qualities or behaviors related to gender as mediated
by cultural norms and traditions (Bem, 1993; Hofstede, 1984; Samovar et al, 2007). While sex is
correlated to biological distinctions, gender identity and gender expression are socially
constructed, learned behaviors of “what it means to perform as male or female” (Vavrus, 2015,
p.123). Gender Schema Theory (GST) describes how social cultural factors construct gender
normative roles. Originally introduced as a cognitive theory, GST explains that humans become
gendered from an early age and as a result divide and categorize information on the basis of male
versus female (Bem, 1981; Bem, 1993; Starr & Zurbriggen, 2017). This binary conception of
gender, also referred to as gender-schematic processing, regulates personal behavior and imposes
social expectations and appropriateness (Bem, 1983; Bem, 1981; Bem, 1993; Starr &
Zurbriggen, 2017). Gender-schematic processing polarizes male and female as complete
opposites and rejects any behaviors that do not align with its social definition. This polarization
also means attributes of one sex cannot overlap with the other. Furthermore, GST explains
gender polarization occurs in human subconsciousness and “without even realizing… children
become conventionally sex-typed” (Bem, 1993, p. 125- 126). As a result, gender traits are often
incorrectly assumed as natural, biological characteristics rather than psychological or sociocultural constructions (Bem, 1993). Bem (1993) referred to this pervasive assumption as
biological essentialism, and explains it is “superimposed” in virtually “every aspect of human
experience” (Greenbaum, 1999, p.97). This polarization is dangerous because it labels anyone
who does not follow gendered social expectations as problematic and different, and it creates
social rules and limitations on who or what an individual can become based on their gender. This
is expressed both on a micro level in everyday life and on a macro level through policies and
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structures. Gender equality comes into question when considering gender polarization and
gender schema. Gender equality is a state in which males and females have the same rights,
responsibilities and opportunities (Office of the Special Adviser on Gender Issues and the
Advancement of Women, United Nations, 2001). If social structures cultivate polarized gender
schema that distinctly and habitually situate a women’s role/status/behavior/aptitudes as different
from men, then gender equality is inherently impossible. Therefore, gender equality is directly
dependent on sociocultural values and definitions of what it means to be male or female. In this
regard, environments that polarize gender are an impediment to efforts toward gender equality
and play a subvert role in the lack of diversity in higher education leadership.
Ultimately, gendered organization theory provides the understanding that universities are
gendered organizations. Assuming higher education as a genderblind institution, ignores the
structural hurdles women experience and it suspends responsibility to implement changes of
university structures (Pyke, 2015). Gendered organization theory as a conceptual framework
acknowledges the academy as a gendered organization with a historically masculine system that
follows a hierarchical structure.
Brief Review of the Topic Literature Related to the Study
The qualitative study interviewed women university presidents and explored their
professional trajectory in higher education. Therefore, it was important to review literature both
surrounding the culture of higher education and the history of women in higher education,
including: access to education, Title IX, the gender pay gap, and representation in leadership.
These topics will be unpacked in Chapter 2. Until then, operational definitions will be introduced
below.
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Operational Definitions
The following operational definitions are key terms relevant to this research study that
are reviewed to ensure a shared understanding.
Criticality
Criticality refers to the inexhaustible, intangible, and sometimes unsighted relationship
between socio-political, socio-economic, policies, circumstances, and situations that occur
outside of academia—yet significantly impact non-dominant groups in the academy. In other
words, information that is often overlooked as an outlier or otherwise insignificant facet of the
learning process, yet disparagingly impacts and disrupts opportunities for growth. However,
criticality is not always manifested in the adverse.
Critical consciousness
Critical consciousness is an intentional interrogative—problem posing—to counteract
conventions and assumptions founded by and centered on the comforts and realities of the
dominant group.
Diversity
Diversity is the quantifiable, measurable variety of types of individuals in a group, such
as the number of women presidents or the demographics of university deans (Williams et al.,
2005; Puritty et al., 2017; Fradella, 2018).
Double Bind Dilemma
A catch 22 for women in leadership where gender stereotypes create a no-win situation as
women are perceived as too hard or too soft. When men take charge, they are viewed as
competent, strong, decisive, assertive, and are generally well received. The double bind comes
into play in that when women take charge, they are viewed as competent but are disliked for
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being too aggressive or bitchy. Further, when women are nurturing, emotional, communicative,
and care for others, they are viewed as less competent leaders but are liked (Catalyst, 2007).
Gender Equality
The equal distribution of resources and opportunities regardless of gender identity or sex.
Gender Equity
Gender equity is about the recognition of the social, historical, and cultural implications
of gender, and that certain groups have advantages over others. Gender equity acknowledges that
each individual has different needs and that the fair distribution of resources and opportunities is
relative to need.
Glass Ceiling
The glass ceiling is defined as “the unseen, yet unbreachable barrier that keeps minorities
and women from rising to the upper rungs… regardless of their qualifications or achievements”
(U.S. Department of Labor, 1995).
Glass Cliff
The glass cliff is the phenomenon that women in leadership roles are likelier to advance
into a position of power when the chances of failing or struggling to meet performance measures
is the highest ie: during periods of organizational, economic, or social crisis.
Implicit Bias
Implicit bias is the unconscious attitudes, reactions, and stereotypes that influence an
individual’s understanding of the world which may affect their interactions and behaviors.
Implicit biases can influence the perception of minoritized groups, such as women.
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Inclusion
Inclusion is an unquantifiable sentiment of belonging. (Williams et al.,2005; Asai &
Bauerle, 2016; Puritty et al., 2017) It is a feeling that your perspective is respected by your
colleagues, and it provides meaningful insight to team projects (Clark et al., 2016; Fradella,
2018). While the demographics of university presidents have minimally diversified, it does not
necessarily mean inclusivity has increased. Inclusion demands “diversity as a lived experience”
(Vavrus, 2015, p.11).
Mansplaining
A condescending attitude and needless patronizing explanation of something from a man
addressing a woman. An unconscious or conscious chauvinistic assumption that women are
ignorant regarding the explained topic.
Pipeline Myth
The inaccurate assumption that underrepresentation of women in leadership is a result of
lacking interest and or missing qualifications.
Second Shift
A term coined by sociologist Arlie Hochschild, second shift refers to the household labor
and caregiving duties - such as cleaning, cooking and caring for children or elderly parents - for
which women tend to carry most of the responsibility (Hochschild & Manchung, 2012).
Social justice
Social justice is the action of and motivation for Multicultural Education. It is the process
of achieving parity and equity; and the redistribution of power.
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Stereotypes
Stereotypes are inaccurate, generalized beliefs about a particular community or group.
They are most commonly regarding race, class, and gender. Stereotypes often have negative
implications for the group the stereotype is about. Stereotypes not only misrepresent identities;
they also perpetuate divisiveness and exclusion.
Woman
For purposes of this paper, the term woman considers universal and inclusive self-defined
understandings of who women are - including but not limited to transgender and nonbinary
people. The intersectional spelling of womxn was considered, however due to the exclusionary
and nuanced history of the term, this study will use the term woman. Womyn is a cis-gendered
lesbian feminist alternative spelling which explicitly excludes transwomen. The term womxn
was birthed after the term womyn with the intention of signaling inclusion. However, both
womyn and womxn are contentious terms as the trans community generally considers them to be
more divisive than inclusive due to their transphobic roots. The implication is that each of the
alternative spellings exclude trans women from being considered real women (Barradas, 2021).
This study recognizes that quantitative demographic data of male and female are tied to a binary
and acknowledges that sex as reported may not necessarily represent a person’s gender identity.
Brief Review of the Methodological Literature Related to the Study
There is a need for literature formulated using qualitative data on the experience, context,
and identity of women holding the highest office in a university. Outside of quantitative data
reporting the slow growth of women breaking into this role, very little research is available on
the specificity of women presidents’ experiences and career pathways in higher education. The
study focused on collecting qualitative data through semi structured interviews. This is because
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qualitative data provides the ability to reveal more subtle forms of microaggressions,
discrimination, inequality, and stereotyping (Monroe et al., 2014). Additionally, there is a lack of
research that reviews accountability from universities and their efforts to diversify the seat of the
president. The narrative regarding women college presidents has largely focused on the positive
increase of representation in the seat of the presidency. From 9% of all post-secondary
institutions in 1986 to 30% in 2016, women in higher education leadership have made large
strides (Gagliardi, Espinosa, Turk, & Taylor, 2017). However big a leap, the progression to
parity in leadership still has a long way to go.
Limitations of the Study
The qualitative research study focused on women in the seat of the university presidency
at four-year institutions. This focus is a limitation because only a small portion of women are in
the position of university president and a majority are appointed at community colleges.
Furthermore, white women disproportionately outnumber women of color in the seat of the
university presidency. Participants are also likely to be well into their professional trajectory
simply by nature of the position held and may have difficulty accurately recounting their
experiences of early entry positions held.
Another limitation is that the researcher will have to conduct all interviews virtually via
teleconference calls. Originally planned as in person interviews, the researcher will not be
traveling due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Conducting interviews virtually limits the ability for
the interviewer to pick up on social queues, nonverbals, and other environmental elements which
are essential to making inferences and revealing themes for content analysis. Content analysis
will include reviewing university websites for articles and announcements surrounding the
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presidents interviewed. Content analysis will also include participants' public curriculum vitae
and relevant university communications from the interviewed president.
Scope and Significance of the Study
The scope of this study is bounded by the number of women actively holding the office
of university presidency. The researcher will interview women who are holding office at a fouryear university at the time of the interview. By investigating how they got to their position and
what they had to overcome to get there, and what, if any, are the struggles they face while in
office, this study hoped to unveil the biases and prejudices that perpetuate inequality in higher
education leadership and to collect advice for future women leaders.
This study will also add to the theoretical body of knowledge in the field of multicultural
education by centering the counter narrative of the minority, in this case - women university
presidents. Critical Multicultural Education (CME) makes space for counter narratives that have
been ignored, distanced and or eradicated by the dominant culture (Bernal & Aleman, 2017).
CME is intentional in its efforts to redistribute institutional power and diversify university
leadership to be inclusive of the student populations it serves. Bernal & Aleman (2017) would
refer to this as “transformative ruptures” that attempt “to destabilize indestructible structures of
inequity” and discrimination based on “pervasive coloniality and systemic inequity” (p. 7, 29).
While one of the principal goals of Multicultural Education is to elevate otherwise muted voices,
its intention is not to eliminate dominant discourse, but rather asks that we recognize privileges
married to the dominant position(s).
By unveiling the blind spots and shortcomings of the academy, this research hoped to
springboard the need to move beyond conversations about the double bind of gendered
leadership and look to reform the policies that uphold discrimination and inequity in higher
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education. More importantly, this study hopes to capture what could help other women aspiring
to serve as a university president one day. For example, mentorship and support is extremely
valuable as it influences career growth and opportunities and can be especially impactful for
women in male-dominated career paths. “In general, more research needs to be done to
understand the complex factors that might impede women’s attainment of senior administrative
roles and presidencies, especially at doctoral degree granting universities” (Berg, 2020, p.17)
Chapter Summary
Chapter 1 served as an introduction to the research as a whole and provided rationale for
the study. This introduction provided information about the researcher's personal connection to
the study, delineated the problem, and articulated the study’s purpose, research questions,
theoretical frameworks, and operational definitions. It concluded with a discussion of the study’s
limitations, scope, and significance. In Chapter 2, research related to the study will be outlined
and reviewed. In Chapter 3, the methodological approach used to undertake the research study
will be explained.
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF LITERATURE
Introduction
Chapter 1 provided an introduction of the qualitative research study on women in higher
education leadership and reviewed the status of women in university leadership roles. Chapter 1
also briefly introduced the research questions, the theoretical frameworks that guided the
research, and the relevance of the topic. In this chapter, I will review several areas of literature
that help contextualize women’s status in higher education leadership. First, I will begin by
reviewing the history of women in higher education including access to education, Title IX, and
working conditions for women working in the academy. I consider the effects of implicit bias on
the opportunities for advancement and promotion for women in higher education. Next, I will
review leadership in higher education, including the role of the university president, paths to the
presidency and characteristics of the presidency. I will also discuss the relationship between
gender and leadership, including women’s leadership styles and current statistics on women
university presidents. and introduce the matrix of academic leadership bias. Finally, Chapter 2
will also identify knowledge gaps in the literature.
Restatement of the Purpose and the Research Questions
The purpose of this study was to examine women in higher education leadership. Higher
rank executive positions remain largely held by white males, leaving women underrepresented in
the highest levels of leadership in higher education. By interviewing women who are university
leaders and exploring their journey to said positions, this study hoped to unveil the biases and
prejudices that perpetuate inequality in higher education leadership and to collect advice for
future women leaders.
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The research questions were:
1. What are the career trajectory experiences of women presidents in higher education?
2. How have salient aspects of their identity influenced their experience?
3. What strategies did they use as women to reach their current position?
4. How have institutional campus cultural factors contributed to their experiences?
History of Women in Higher Education
The history of women in higher education is one of systematic exclusion and perceived
inferiority- as women students, faculty, administrators, and leaders have had to navigate through
a masculine dominated environment for hundreds of years (Parker, 2015). It is important to
remember that higher education in the United States was originally designed solely for men.
Accordingly, protecting gender roles and the social order took precedence over women's
education (Madsen, 2007). In the 17th century, it was even believed that the stress of pursuing
higher education would cause infertility for women; and that integrating women and men in the
same classrooms would compromise men’s academic success (Madsen, 2007; Chliwniak, 1997).
Women’s educational options were limited to finishing schools designed to mold women for
domestic life as mothers and wives; and some of these programs exist to date (Madsen, 2007). In
1862 the Morrill Land Grant Act- which set aside lands for every state to establish a university to
support education in agricultural and industrial studies- expanded opportunities for women’s
higher education (Chliwniak, 1997). Soon thereafter, women focused institutions began to open
and women’s education took flight. Some of the first universities to dedicate schools for women
include: Vassar, Mount Holyoke, and Barnard (Nidiffer, 2001). Coupled with the overlapping
women’s suffrage movement, many women’s colleges emphasized social advocacy and believed
that “no young woman should be graduated from college without an underlying conviction that
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both her work… and her leisure time and volunteer activities, have social and civic, as well as
personal aspects and obligations'' (Adams, 1923, p. 15 as cited in Berg, 2020).
The most influential piece of legislation to positively improve women’s rights to higher
education was Title IX of the Educational Amendment of 1972. Title IX, which reads, “No
person in the United States shall, on the basis of sex, be excluded from participation in, or denied
the benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination under any educational program or activity
receiving federal assistance”, impacted women’s access to and participation in higher education
(Howe et al, 2021). The impact of Title IX also increased participation of women in college
sports and in various aspects of college life- academically and culturally (Berg, 2020). “Title IX
became a significant legal tool for addressing discrimination against students in the form of
sexual harassment” (Berg, 2020, p.76). The 1972 legislation also addressed employment
discrimination, health insurance benefits, and marital or parental status. The passage of Title IX
marked a significant increase in undergraduate and graduate enrollment, degree attainment, an
increase of women participating in intercollegiate athletics, and gave legal weight for instances
of sexual harassment and discrimination (Berg, 2020; Koltz, 2014).
Nearly a decade after the enactment of Title IX, women began outpacing men in
bachelor’s degrees attained in the 1980s. To date, women continue to steadily outnumber men in
degrees attained both at the masters and doctoral level as well. In the 1970s only 10% of women
accounted for the total amount of doctoral degrees granted (the other 90% were awarded to men).
Fast forward to 2020 when 54% of doctoral degrees were obtained by women versus the 46%
obtained by men. Table 1 and Figure 2 illustrate the growth of women’s degree attainment over
the last 50 years by highlighting the increasing percentage of women earning degrees and
outpacing their male counterparts. (U.S. Department of Education, 2020).
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Table 1
Chart of Women’s Degree Attainment by Level over the last 50 years
Year Associate’s Bachelor’s Master’s Doctorate
1971

42%

43%

40%

10%

1981

55%

50%

50%

29%

1991

59%

54%

53%

39%

2001

62%

57%

58%

46%

2011

62%

57%

60%

51%

2021

61%

58%

61%

54%

Note. Adapted from Percent of College Degrees Acquired by Women, by Year (Women’s
education in the United States, 2021)
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Figure 1
Graph of Women’s Degree Attainment by Level over the last 50 years

Note. Adapted from Graph of Degree Attainment over time (Women’s education in the United
States, 2021)

Women in Working in Higher Education
While the increasing number of women completing bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral
programs has influenced the number of women working in higher education, it has not
necessarily correlated to more women in leadership roles. The most common role for women
working in higher education is administrative staff, entry-level jobs, and mid- level leadership
(Reynold, 2002; Harvey, 1999; Pierce, 2011). Women in U.S. universities make up the majority
of assistant professors, 45% are associate professors, but only 36% of women are full professors
(Hamlin, 2021; Fast Facts: Women Working in Academia, n.d.). And attainment of full professor
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ranking is significantly lower particularly for Women of Color and for women who are mothers
(Hamlin, 2021). As one climbs up the executive leadership ranks in higher education, the less
common it is to see women as the majority.
Women and minoritized groups tend to suffer from self-perpetuating fallacies grown out
of negative stereotypes and imposter syndrome. Stereotypes influence the way in which
individuals are perceived by others and can also be psychologically burdensome for members of
the stereotyped group, resulting in stereotype threat (Koch & Irby, 2002). When women
internalize negative stereotypes, they develop fears of inferiority and casually participate in selffulﬁlling prophecies and imposter syndrome (Eagly & Carli, 2018; Hoyt & Murphy, 2016;
Simmons, 2020). Imposter syndrome is the internal feeling of being unworthy or unqualified for
a role and the fear of being exposed as a fraud (Clane & Imes, 1978). Compared to men, women
are more likely to feel undeserving of awards, are less likely to self-promote, and are also less
likely to take the risks that could prepare them for advanced leadership positions (Hoyt &
Murphy, 2016; Kellerman & Rhode, 2007; Northouse, 2018; Page, 2007). “Women who are
making the extra effort required to be successful in [the male-dominated academy] may not even
have the spare mental space to lift themselves above current concerns, visualize where they
would like to be in 10 years’ time, and consider whether leadership roles should be part of the
picture” (Simmons, 2020, p. 9). Furthermore, because there is little representation of women in
positions of power and leadership, women lack support and mentorship.
Another unique condition that may be experienced by women in higher education is what
Purdie-Vaughns & Eibach (2008) refer to as intersectional invisibility, which is “a general failure
to fully recognize people with intersecting identities as members of their constituent groups” (p.
381). Intersectional invisibility refers to instances when a person’s characteristics are distorted to
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fit them into frameworks socially defined by the archetypes or stereotypes of their identity
groups. For example, in their study on academic work experiences of lesbian faculty Bilimoria &
Stewart (2015) described consequences of intersectional invisibility to include the perpetuation
of stereotypes, disguised assimilation to dominant identities, and subtle forms of bias and
exclusion as lesbian faculty interviewed admitted to feeling pressure to act straight. “The
struggle to be recognized or represented is the most distinctive form of oppression for people
with intersectional subordinate identities. [They] face a continuous struggle to have their voices
heard and, when heard, understood” (Purdie-Vaughns & Eibach, 2008, p. 383). The inability to
be one’s whole authentic self, centers a climate of the good ol boys club which permeates in the
culture of higher education.
Working Conditions for Women in Higher Education
Because universities are involved in polarized gendered practices, working conditions for
women are influenced in multiple ways. First, working in the male-controlled and maleprivileged academy, women are automatically out-grouped from senior and executive roles;
because of biases, women are often forced to settle on less prestigious, less authoritative, lower
leveled contract positions. Often, this is coupled with excessive service projects and large
teaching workloads, which naturally translates into compromising opportunities to invest in
publications and grant writing. Further, outside of work, women are more likely to care for elder
parents or young children at home, resulting in what is often referred to as the “second shift”. In
work environments, this is also associated with women “need[ing] to take time off and [women]
are therefore constructed as less than ideal workers in the academic sphere” (Thwaites &
Pressland, 2017, p. 12). There are multiple significant disadvantaged conditions women working
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in higher education experience including the gender pay gap, less hiring and promotion, lack of
mentorship, microinequities, and the negative effects of diversity initiatives.
Pay Gap
Prior to the economic consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic, the US workforce
gender pay gap averaged at about 20% across all sectors even when taking into consideration
education, experience, and profession (Chen & Crown, 2019). Higher education is not exempt
from the gender pay gap problem- in fact, it closely mirrors the corporate world. Women not
only hold the least number of senior administrative positions in higher education, they also are
the lowest paid as male professors out-earn their female counterparts by 15% (Alcalde &
Subramaniam, 2020; Chen & Crown, 2019; Whitford, 2020). Unfortunately, the economic
consequences from the COVID-19 pandemic have only placed a larger burden on women and the
American Association of University Women estimates that any progress made on narrowing the
gender pay gap was reversed and exacerbated by the pandemic.
A contributor to the gender gap is the limited promotion opportunities afforded to
women. A 2017 study noted 62% of female executives were passed up for a promotion by a male
and 2019 reports demonstrate similar findings indicating a lower promotion rate for women
compared to their male colleagues (ADP, 2019; US Labor Statistics, 2019; iCIMS, 2017). This
mirrors other qualitative research that demonstrates how women often have to do more in order
to be viewed as competent leaders. This unequal treatment is often covert and creates feelings of
inferiority among women as they are held to higher standards than men (Williams, & Dempsey,
2014).
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Hiring and Promotion
When it comes to leadership roles, particularly the seat of the university presidency,
hiring committees tend to prioritize experience over academic qualifications (Johnson, 2017;
Seltzer, 2017a; Seltzer, 2017b). This is problematic because it limits the pool of applicants while
simultaneously giving advantageous partiality to white males as a result of women’s lack of
direct experience. Promotion and advancement is also complex for women to navigate as
performance reviews are subject to individual and unconscious biases where gender roles come
into play (Eagly & Carli, 2018). Because masculine gender roles are viewed more positively,
gender bias is hidden under the explanation that candidates either do not possess the skill set
necessary or are not qualified for promotion. Therefore, “it is important to keep in mind [not
only] clear instances of discrimination, [but also] many instances in which stereotypes and
prejudices influence our interactions in more elusive ways, often even without awareness of the
harm done as would be the case when [actions are] under the influence of implicit biases”
(Brownstein & Saul, 2016, p. 90).
Women experiencing less promotion than their male counterparts is directly related to the
underlying patriarchal culture of academia (Brennan, 2016; Pyke, 2015; Valian, 1998).
Ballenger’s (2010) study looked at the barriers that female leaders in higher education
experienced in their attempts toward promotion and found that gender biases limit the number of
women in executive leadership roles. These gender biases are often covert and hidden micro
inequities occurring in chilly climates (Hall & Sandler, 1982; Johnson, 2017; Pyke, 2015; Renn,
2014).
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Lack of Mentorship
A women’s career advancement in the field of higher education largely benefits from
mentorship as studies show mentors play a crucial role by providing support, strategies, aid in
reducing job induced stress, and influence job success, job satisfaction, and job commitment
(Banjeree-Batist & Reio, 2016; Brown, 2005; Chandler, 1996; Dunbar & Kinnersley, 2011; Hill
& Wheat, 2017; Kram 1983). In higher education leadership, the lack of adequate mentorship
compromises the advancement of minoritized and marginalized groups, including women
(Meschitti & Lawton Smith, 2017). A mentor functions not only as a career-enhancing support
which includes networking, but also as a psychosocial support which involves the mentor
perceived as a role model (Chandler, 1996). Women of color particularly benefit from having a
supportive and productive mentor who the mentee can identify with and from which the mentee
can build confidence through the validation of their competence and worthiness (Crawford &
Smith, 2005; Chandler, 1996).
Micro-Inequities
The challenges experienced by women are not limited to the pay gap, the citation gap, or
the opportunity gap. In 2019, the American Economic Association in its Professional Climate
Survey found that nearly half of all female members surveyed felt they recently had been
discriminated against on the basis of sex (Berg, 2020). Furthermore, 20% felt they had been
discriminated against as a result of their marital status and or caregiving responsibilities, 23%
believed they were discriminated against over their research topic, and 16% believe they faced
discrimination due to their age.
While overt bigotry and harassment against women has been fought for decades, Title
VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 left an impression that gender discrimination in the
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workplace was rectified. The law states that organizations may not discriminate in any stage of
employment (hiring, promotion, termination, or compensation)- however, it is unable to control
for human prejudices and hidden biases completely (U.S. Equal Opportunity Employment
Commission, 1964). Despite legislation that prohibits gender discrimination, gender bias is
simply too nuanced and layered even for the legal system (Kellerman & Rhode, 2007). There
exist persistent micro-inequities in the workplace, despite laws that explicitly denounce sexual
harassment, cyber bullying, and hostile, abusive environments (Brennan, 2016). The Barnard
Report on Women, Work, and the Academy regards micro-inequities and implicit bias as dually
responsible for women’s inequality (Brennan, 2016). Because microinequities are easy to
overlook, they are often swept aside as trivial and or non-threatening. However, Brennan (2016)
asserts, micro-inequities are a big part of the story of how racism, sexism, and ableism persist in
places [where] there are rules which prohibit bias” (p. 238). In order to describe the invisible
hostile work environment, Hall & Sandler (1982) coined the term chilly campus climate to
describe women’s experiences that are difficult to document (Maranto & Griffin, 2011; Martínez
Alemán & Renn, 2002; Renn, 2014).
Despite their invisibility, micro-inequities do have negative large-scale implications.
Valian (1998) explains: “a useful concept in sociology is the accumulation of advantage and
disadvantage. It suggests that, like interest on capital, advantages accrue, and that, like interest
on debt, disadvantages also accumulate. Very small differences in treatment can, as they pile up,
result in large disparities in salary, promotion, and prestige” (p.3). Even when discrimination is
subtle and masked as workplace culture, it affects women’s self-esteem, performance, and
aspirations (Renn, 2014; Valian, 1998). Therefore, it is necessary to disrupt not only clear
instances of discrimination, but also elusive prejudice practices (Brownstein & Saul, 2016).
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Diversity Initiatives and Quotas
Institutions' diversity initiatives that promise to increase levels of women in leadership,
professorship, and executive positions might actually hurt women. By placing the focus on
achieving a goal or filling a quota, concerns of unconscious bias and underlying reasons of
discrimination are disregarded. Renn (2014) shares, while a campus might have a “policy of
affirmative action for hiring female faculty - which could be regarded objectively as a sign of
positive campus climate… women hired through this policy may experience discrimination in
performance review, promotion, and tenure from colleagues who believe the candidates were
hired “to fill a quota” or “took the place of a better qualified (male) candidate” (p.55).
Furthermore, affirmative action initiatives are also vulnerable to exploitation. Brimhall-Vargas
(2012) refers to this as Imperial Organizational Development (IOD), which describes “the way in
which senior level administrators--- quietly [make] decisions … in a way that supplant the overt
recommendations of people of color, women, LGBT individuals, and people with disabilities for their own, more palatable version… which may be: (a) faulty, and (b) self-interested” (p. 89),
thus, causing more harm than good.
Diversity initiatives often place a focus on measures of inclusion as a key component of
equality. While representation is vital, an authentically multicultural, inclusive organization
should also be concerned with a “diversity of knowledge and perspectives, [where] all members
of all groups are treated fairly” and share power at all levels and functions (Holvino et al, 2004,
p. 249). The ultimate goal in efforts toward diversity and parity, is for the corresponding values
to be ‘weaved’ into the ‘fabric of the organization’ (Holvino et al., 2004). Accordingly, diversity
in higher education must come from major institutional shifts which include recognizing biased
perceptions, attitudes, and practices (Holvino et al., 2004; Renn, 2014; Williams, 2013).
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Women in higher education work in disadvantaged conditions and must endure the
gender pay gap, less hiring and promotion, lack of mentorship, microinequities, and the negative
effects of diversity initiatives. Without access to positions of power, women are “unable to
participate in the shared governance procedures that can improve their working conditions” (De
Welde & Stepnick, 2015, p. 71). The following section will review the leadership in higher
education and pathways to the university presidency.
Leadership Higher Education
When it comes to executive positions of leadership, demographics demonstrate the same
results: white men as a large majority hold upper ranked, decision-making positions and women
lag far behind leadership roles in higher education (European Commission, 2016; Meyer, 2017;
Pyke, 2015; Simmons, 2020). “The Women most conspicuously absent from the ranks of senior
faculty, chairs, directors, deans, provosts, and presidents are those whose intersectional identities
include affiliation with the African American, Hispanic American, Native American, or LGBTQ
communities, and other groups traditionally marginalized within our culture” (Simmons, 2020, p.
8). The highest women lead departments in higher education include Student Affairs (66%),
Academic Affairs (69%), and most notably Fiscal Affairs (71%) (Whitford, 2020). The
departments with the lowest representation of women in leadership include Facilities (19%),
Information Technology (28%), and Athletics (29%) (Whitford, 2020).
The University President
The lack of diversity demographics behind the seat of the university president also
highlights the history of American higher education and the exclusivity of the privileged white
man (Williams et al, 2005; Whittaker et al, 2015; Asai & Bauerle, 2016; Puritty et al., 2017).
Over the years, the role of the university president has evolved to encompass the ever more
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complex and rapidly changing higher education landscape. The university president is the
highest governing position in higher education and is responsible for the successful operation of
their institution. The university president is concerned with enrollment management, budgeting,
fundraising, government affairs, philanthropy, strategic planning and community relations
among other responsibilities. In the 2017 overview of the American College President, the
American Council on Education found financial management and fundraising occupying the
most significant portion of time for college presidents (Howard & Gagliardi, 2018). Finally,
university presidents serve, on average, for approximately seven years.
In regards to university president’s skill set, the American Association of State Colleges
and Universities (2016) established a competency module to inform the assessment,
development, and refinement of current and future university presidents. The presidential
competency model is divided into four parts: Management Competencies, Interpersonal
Competencies, Personal Characteristics, and Leadership Competencies. Management
competencies include knowledge of academic enterprise, business enterprise management, and
resource development and stewardship; interpersonal competencies consider formal and informal
communication, positive engagement, relationship development and maintenance, and climate
creation and maintenance; personal characteristics highlight integrity, servant leadership skills,
and continuous self-developments; finally, leadership competencies examine problem solving
skills, people and team development, strategic vision, and adversity leadership (Rupp et al,
2016). Other notable traits mentioned in the model include positive expectations of success and
achievement orientation.
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Women Presidents
Women university presidents largely attribute their ability to successfully navigate their
advancement through higher education ranks to career mentors and prominent role models
(Brown, 2005; Dunbar & Kinnersle, 2011). As previously mentioned in the section on in-group
favoritism, women who are able to navigate the ‘good ol’ boy’ network are particularly
successful in advancing their career. “To be effective, it is important for women to develop a
good understanding of organizational culture and become politically savvy” (Salas-Lopez et al,
2011 as cited in Hill & Wheat, 2017, p. 2092)
Nearly 80% of current women presidents are serving in their first presidency, many of
whom were provosts, chief academic officers, or some other high-level administrative position at
the same institution as their first appointed presidency. Men, on the other hand, are more likely
to enter into their presidency having previously served as president or other senior campus
executive at a different institution or come from outside higher education (Howard & Gagliardi,
2018; Johnson, 2017). Women are more likely to be presidents of associate colleges or special
focused institutions and thus tend to lead universities that enroll historically underserved
populations; additionally, women hold the least number of presidential seats at Doctorategranting universities and are also less likely to lead private (versus public) institutions (Johnson,
2017; Howard & Gagliardi, 2018). Table 2 demonstrates the slow growth of women university
presidents and the institutional type they most serve.
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Table 2
Table highlighting the growth of women university presidents over time. Percentage of Women
presidents by institutional type.
Institution Type

2001 2006 2011 2016

Doctorate-granting

13.3

13.7

22.3

21.8

Master’s

20.3

21.7

22.8

29.1

Bachelor’s

18.7

23.3

22.9

27.9

Associate

26.8

28.7

33.0

25.8

Special focus

14.8

16.4

20.5

30.6

Total

21.1

23.0

26.4

30.1

Note. Adapted from Percentage of Presidencies Held by Women, By Institution Type (2001-2016)
(Johnson, 2017, p. 21).

Women presidents are 10% more likely to have a PhD or EdD than their male
counterparts, and are 15% more likely to have an academic background in education or higher
education (Johnson, 2017). The average age of presidents, 61 years old, is the same for women
and men; and the representation of racial and ethnic minoritized populations is also the same
across gender (Howard & Gagliardi, 2018).
Family life plays a role in the professional trajectories of women in academia more so
than it does their male counterparts. Women presidents are more likely than male presidents to
have to sacrifice starting a family and are less likely to be married and less likely to have
children. Despite being less likely to have started a family, women presidents are more likely to
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have had to alter their careers - 32% (double the amount compared with men) citing the
caregiving needs to tend to a child, spouse, or parent (Johnson, 2017).
The fact that only 30% of college presidents are women and a mere 5% are women of
color, illustrates the unique challenges that exist for women of color in their pursuit of executive
positions in academic leadership (Johnson, 2017). One such challenge is the way women in
positions of leadership and power are perceived. In roundtable discussion with women
presidents, Howard & Gagliardi (2018) describe gendered perceptions of women even in higher
ranked leadership positions. “One roundtable participant noted, ‘It’s hard to think they would
stop and ask a male president [what the fax number is for the office]. Some people see a woman
and think you’re in a service role’ … expecting them to be conversant in the minutiae of the
institution” (p.5). Accordingly, it is important to review the dynamic of gender and leadership.
The final section of this chapter will review women’s leadership styles, the dynamic of gender &
leadership, and the matrix of academic leadership bias.
Women Leadership Styles
Some studies suggest there are no major differences in the ways that men and women
lead (Merchant, 2012). Other research indicates women tend to be more collaborative leaders
who prioritize team building, mentorship, and communication, promote cooperation, and have a
transformational style of leadership (Eagly & Carli, 2007). On the other hand, characteristics of
male leadership include autocratic and transactional styles of leadership focused on competition
and performance (Eagly & Carli, 2007). The tendencies for women to lead in particular ways
may stem from experiences when showing emotions, assertiveness, and being too ambitious
negatively impacts how women in leadership are perceived and received. (Horowitz, et al.,
2018).
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Gender & Leadership
Persons of all backgrounds tend to associate leadership first with men before women as a
result of social gender schematic conditioning (Simmons, 2020). This subtle bias is difficult to
pinpoint as overt gender discrimination and or an obstacle faced by women in leadership.
Gender discrimination in higher education is more visible when specifically comparing gender
parity in quantitative measures such as positions of power and prestige, promotions, and pay
gaps. The subtle forms of gender bias like prejudices, microaggressions and the double bind
dilemma are more difficult to name and capture. For example, in the academic classroom women
faculty are often gendered by their students as studies find that students expected women
professors to display sympathy and flexibility and are often critiqued by their gender more so
than their abilities as an instructor (Thwaites & Pressland, 2017). Course evaluations by students
are also highly racialized and as students tend to perceive instructors who are women of color as
“unintelligent, mean, and undeserving of their respect” (Daut, 2019, para. 10). Women pursuing
careers in higher education leadership face a number of obstacles that are out of their control like
in-group favoritism and gendered leadership.
In-Group Favoritism
In-group favoritism is the human act of favoring members of one's in-group over outgroup members. In-groups inherently cultivate an “us vs them” mentality, as community
members share similar identity markers: race, gender, political attitudes, etc. In the workplace,
in-group favoritism is often expressed by allocating resources, building networks, and upholding
privileges for those who are “one of their own”. While Goldstein Hode et al, (2018) assert it is
normal for an “individual’s social and political attitudes [to be] formed by perceptions of their
own self-interest,” the danger of in-group favoritism exists when power is dominated by a
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singular group ie: white men (p. 351). The homologous reproduction of the dominant group
occurs as a result of pre-existing biases and presumptions that those of the same in-group are the
most qualified (Buzuvis, 2015). Kanter (1977) explains by reproducing themselves in their own
image, dominant groups (white male leaders) protect their own power and privilege. In
academia, these homo-social clicks, also known as the ‘old boys’ club’ operate as “an in-built
patriarchal support system” that directly sustains and reproduces white male privilege (Pyke,
2015, p.84). On rare occasions, Moore (2007) shares that women may be included as one of boys
“only to the extent that they go along with the premise of equality within patriarchal structures
and only to the extent that they conform to normative expectations” (p. 191).
Gendered Leadership
Much like in-group favoritism, gendered notions of leadership are influenced by
culturally conditioned gender roles. Gender schema theory posits that children learn to define
gender norms and the roles of men and women based on their cultural and social development.
The theory also suggests that these beliefs are internalized and go on to influence how humans
navigate the world (Bem, 1993). As a result, gender roles play a major role in how humans
perceive leadership. While notions surrounding ideal leadership styles vary across cultural
clusters, there are preconceived characteristics of what an elite leader is (Hoyt & Murphy, 2016;
Northhouse, 2007). In an international study including 62 different cultures, the GLOBE
research project found universally desirable attributes of leaders include charismatic, confident,
dynamic, motivational, problem solver, and excellence oriented. It found a positive association
of traditional leadership and masculine characteristics (Northhouse, 2007; Soon & Roman
Gallese, 2007). Masculine associated characteristics are often agentic traits that project
dominance, assertion, authority and control. In contrast, feminine characteristics are often
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aligned with communal qualities like sensitivity, sympathy, kindness, and soft-spokenness
(Eagly & Carli, 2018). When it comes to leadership, Valian (1998) explains, “whatever
emphasizes a man’s gender gives him a small advantage, a plus mark. Whatever accentuates a
woman's gender results in a small loss for her, a minus mark” (p. 2). In other words, masculine
traits are celebrated, while feminine traits are condemned. Unfortunately, there exists a “set of
widely shared conscious and unconscious mental associations about women, men, and leaders.
Study after study has aﬃrmed that people associate women and men with different traits and link
men with more of the traits that connote leadership” (Eagly & Carli, 2018, p. 151). Canadian
novelist and activist Margaret Atwood sums the hypocrisy best, “we still think of a powerful man
as a born leader and a powerful woman as an anomaly” (Northhouse, 2007).
Even more problematic is the scrutiny and double standard that exist for women when
they do possess the leadership skills deemed favorable in men (Bagilhole & Goode, 2001).
Kellerman & Rhode (2018) explain, “an overview of more than a hundred studies conﬁrms that
women are rated lower when they adopt stereotypically masculine authoritative styles, this is
[also] where the negative stigma of ‘bossy bitch’ is birthed” (p.137). Additionally, “the double
bind also penalizes women by denying them the full beneﬁts of being warm and considerate”
(Eagly & Carli, 2018, p. 152). Because feminine characteristics are assumed to be communal,
friendliness and courtesy is expected in women, yet esteemed in men (Eagly & Carli, 2018; Hoyt
& Murphy, 2016). Consequently, gendered norms of leadership also play a role in the
underrepresentation of women in higher education leadership. “Navigation strategies [for women
in higher education leadership] are integral to succeeding in their careers within an environment
that typically privileges men… Unfortunately, due to the negative stereotypes of outspoken
women, [some women] utilize silence, consciously or subconsciously, as a tool to advance their
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careers” (Berg, 2020, p. 15). Finally, it is important to remember that the experiences of gender
bias also differ by race and other intersectional identities.
The Matrix of Academic Leadership Bias
In order to provide language for the experiences of women in higher education leadership
Torres & Chavous (2020) created the Matrix of Academic Leadership Bias. The matrix identifies
four dimensions that illustrates bias in academia: structural, symbolic, social/institutional norms,
and interpersonal/psychological. “Each dimension can manifest on a continuum of bias behaviors
and attitudes that range from subtle to overt” (Torres & Chavous, 2020, p. 48). By using specific
language to identify and acknowledge different types of bias experienced by women, affords us
the opportunity to create support systems and action steps.
Overview of Identified Related Literature
A bulk of the research surrounding women in higher education consists of the
experiences of women as students - both undergraduate and graduate. Other research highlights
the professional trajectory and experiences of tenured track faculty. Less studies specifically
focus on women in senior leadership positions in higher education. A few studies (Oikelome,
2017; Klotz, 2014; Dear 2016) have looked at women in executive leadership roles in higher
education. Oikelome (2017) specifically interviewed 13 women college presidents - however, it
focused on the experiences of black and white women. Another closely related study is a
narrative inquiry by Klotz (2014) - who interviewed 10 women university presidents with the
goal of understanding their advancement strategies on the path to the presidency. Klotz (2014)
research did not consider the intersection of gender and race; nor did the study consider the
ethnic or cultural background of the participants. Klotz study specifically focused on how
familial obligations affect the professional trajectory of women in leadership in higher education.
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Finally, Dear’s (2016) study interviewed female chief academic officers (provosts/ associate
provosts) and specifically looked at the strategy’s women used to overcome barriers in their
professional trajectory and obtain a position in university leadership. However, Dear’s 2016
student was limited to female provosts from four-year public universities in Georgia. The scope
of this study expanded on the aforementioned research by interviewing women presidents from
different backgrounds and identities; and also, from various universities within the United States.
Gaps in Literature
While a majority of research on university presidents highlights the ever slowly evolving
demographics of university presidents and there exists a plethora of research regarding women in
higher education, research that specifically looks at the professional trajectory and experiences of
women presidents is limited. The research study added qualitative support to the existing body of
data on women in leadership in higher education. In particular, the instrumental case study
design provided contextual descriptions that aid in identifying the primary obstacles experienced
by women in leadership in higher education. By detailing, categorizing, and naming said
obstacles, institutions can plan pathways to support diversifying university leadership.
This study looked beyond previous assumptions like the pipeline myth and considered the
unique lived experiences of each woman's identity and story. In order to ensure gender
discrimination does not persist in higher education leadership, institutions must demolish the
patriarchal tendencies embedded in academic culture. Accordingly, the study hoped to highlight
the need to make visible the lived experiences of women as well as the systemic and social
structures that build barriers for women pursuing higher education leadership and executive
positions.
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Chapter Summary
Chapter 2 reviewed the history of women in higher education, including access to
education, Title IX, the gender pay gap, hiring & promotions, micro-inequities, diversity
initiatives and representation in leadership. Chapter 2 also discussed the culture of higher
education and reviewed leadership in higher education, including the role of the university
president, paths to the presidency and characteristics of the presidency. Subsequently, gender
and leadership, including women’s leadership styles and current statistics on women university
presidents were reviewed. Finally, Chapter 2 also identified knowledge gaps in the literature.
Chapter 3 will discuss the methodology and methods used in the research study, outline the
research design, describe the research participants and how informed consent was obtained.
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH DESIGN & METHODOLOGY
Introduction
Chapter 1 introduced the qualitative research study on women in higher education
leadership by recounting the history of women in higher education and reviewing the current
status of women in higher education leadership roles. Chapter 1 also introduced the research
questions and provided the theoretical frameworks that guided the study. Chapter 2 reviewed
existing literature regarding women in higher education and university presidents. Chapter 2 also
identified knowledge gaps in the literature. This chapter will discuss the methodology chosen for
the study, outline the research design and methods, discuss the research participants, how
informed consent was obtained, and provide a timeline of activities.
Restatement of the Purpose of the Study and the Research Questions
The purpose of this study was to examine the exclusive seat of the university president
and the experiences of the few women who hold office at four-year universities in the United
States. By interviewing women who are university leaders and exploring their journey to those
positions, this study hoped to uncover the unique experiences of women who have been
appointed to govern institutions of higher education, specifically focusing on the seat of the
president and the gendered nature of the role. The research study questions were:
1. What are the career trajectory experiences of women presidents in higher education?
2. How have salient aspects of their identity influenced their experience?
3. What strategies did they use as women to reach their current position?
4. How have institutional campus cultural factors contributed to their experiences?
The order of the research questions changed slightly based on committee feedback. Originally,
the first research question was: why is diverse leadership absent in the seat of the university
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president? This specific question was removed based on committee feedback and discussions
during the dissertation proposal phase. Previously set as research question number two, what are
the career trajectory experiences of women presidents in higher education? better reflected what
the planned semi-structured interview questions would interrogate and was moved forward as the
primary and overarching research question.
The research study looked at women in higher education leadership and considered how
their intersectional identities influence how they navigate working in a gendered organization
and where the position they hold is also gendered. Figure 2 illustrates the subject focused in the
research study (women university presidents) and how the theoretical frameworks informed the
lens through which data was analyzed.

Figure 2
Visual Illustration of the Focus of the Study
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Approach to the Study
Both qualitative and quantitative research methods are valuable to identifying the what
and the why of a research topic. This particular study will use qualitative research design to
understand the phenomenon of gender inequity in higher education leadership. Accordingly, a
qualitative approach will be used to capture and explore the professional trajectory and
experiences of women university presidents. Through online interviews, the researcher will
record, transcribe, and analyze the text in search of common themes across various interviewees.
It is important to note that qualitative research interprets findings through the meanings people
give the phenomena (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008). This is particularly relevant as gender parity is
not simply achieved when a specific number of men and women in leadership is attained, but
must also take into account the climate and inclusivity of all identities. Gender parity is not
simply a matter of diversity in numbers, as equity demands an inclusive work environment.
Accordingly, a qualitative study is the best approach to capture the work climate for women
presidents.
Rationale for Case Study
Case study is an interpretive-hermeneutic category of research with the goal of
understanding a complex issue or phenomena in a real-life environment (Stake, 1995). Stake
(1995) classified case studies into three categories: (a) intrinsic, (b) instrumental, and (c)
collective. A case study design supports the researcher’s goal of creating a platform for those
directly affected by gender biases in higher education leadership. Lincoln (1995) emphasized
that researchers must strive to “fairly listen to and portray voices, particularly disenfranchised
ones” so that those previously silent voices can be heard (p. 283). Reviewing Stake’s (1995)
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outlined differences between qualitative case studies and quantitative surveys solidifies the
rationale for the case study design:
1) While the purpose of inquiry is explanation in quantitative research, the purpose of
inquiry is understanding in case study research.
2) Although the role of the researcher is impersonal in quantitative research, the role
of the researcher is personal in case study research.
3) Knowledge within quantitative research is discovered. However, knowledge within
a case study is constructed. (Stake, 1995, p. 37)
Quantitative research may demonstrate gender inequality in higher education leadership exists
while a qualitative case study would describe what it’s like for women to struggle against
institutionally embedded practices and biases that perpetuate inequalities. A case study design
provides a personal perspective of a phenomenon to understand the impacted groups
experiences.
Instrumental Case Study
The research design was an instrumental, collective, external case study with the goal of
examining the scant representation of women in higher education leadership, the gendered nature
of the presidency, and the unique experiences of women in this role. According to Stake (1995),
instrumental case study is designed to provide insight into an issue (i.e.: few women presidents)
and facilitate an understanding of larger issues (i.e.: gendered leadership). In the case of the
research study, the interviews conducted were used to gain an understanding of the lived
experiences of women presidents in higher education and how the university presidency is
gendered.
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Interviewing
There are various methodological approaches used to provide insight for research, but the
“most important sources of case study evidence” are qualitative interviews as they provide rich
and layered narratives (Yin, 2018, p. 118). The research study collected data via virtual
interviews, audio and video recordings, the transcriptions of the audio recordings, as well as
informal and formal observations. Each form of data collected was used in varying levels of
analysis. Data collected during qualitative interviews provided insight into the lived experiences
of women who are affected by a phenomenon, and can provoke an understanding of the research
topic for those outside of the impacted group (Seidman, 2006). Furthermore, to supplement data
gathered from interviews, I analyzed official university announcements, articles, and documents
shared on the participants’ university website. This included policies, strategic plans, mission
statements, presidency announcement, and other relevant website content.
To facilitate the exploration of the experiences of women university presidents, openended interview questions were used as they offered participants the opportunity to share
expanded details and stories. Yin (2018) also emphasizes the importance of corroborating an
interviewee’s statements by asking similar questions in more than one way. Additionally, this
research study conducted semi-structured interviews to ensure each independent interview
discussed the same topics while allowing for each individual participant to share freely. This
method allowed the interview to have some structure and for the natural, descriptive,
conversational elements of each unique interview to take place without compromising
consistency across interview data collected. This is particularly important as intersectional
feminism reminds us each woman has a unique set of identities which form her experiences.
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Additional Methodological Considerations
Other methodologies considered included narrative inquiry and phenomenology.
Narrative inquiry focuses on the storytelling for the purpose of revealing the perspective of the
individual or small group. In contrast to instrumental case study which focuses on the
experiences of an individual or small group to build insight toward a particular issue. Other
methodologies were not pursued as they were not well-suited for this study. Forms of data
collection and strategies of data analysis encompassed multiple sources and a cross case of
themes (Poth & Creswell, 2016). Additionally, prior to making the decision to approach this
research as an instrumental case study, I also considered a mixed method design which would
have required the data collection process to include a survey and a focus group. Below, I review
what each approach consists of and why I opted against each data collection method.
Survey
In order to capture women president’s experiences, the first approach considered was a
survey. A survey is "the collection of information from a sample of individuals through their
responses to questions" (Check & Schutt, 2012, p. 160). This method of data collection is often
conducted by mail or online, but may also be conducted in-person. While this approach may be
successful in capturing a larger volume of data, one-on-one virtual interviews offered the
opportunity for the researcher to immediately ask essential follow up questions which were
pertinent to clarification.
Focus Group
A focus group calls for the recruitment of a small group of persons to participate in a
moderated discussion about the research topic. Because a focus group captures dialogue among
the participants, it did not seem like an appropriate fit. The purpose of this case study was to see
51

if there are similarities between the individual experiences of women presidents. A focus group
conversation may have influenced participants one way or another depending on what other
participants do or do not share.
Researcher’s Role in the Study
The researcher was responsible for recruiting subjects, scheduling interviews, writing
consent forms, obtaining the subjects’ consent, answering questions, conducting and recording
interviews, transcribing interviews, data analysis and final write up. The case study researcher
faces demands on their “intellect, ego, and emotions [that] are far greater than those of any other
research method… [therefore] a well-trained and experienced researcher is needed to conduct a
high-quality case study because of the continuous interaction between the issues being studied
and the data being collected” (Yin, 2018, p.82). Case study researchers must be able to ask good
questions, be a good listener, be flexible, hold an understanding of the research topic, and be
ethical (Yin, 2018). The researcher for this study met these attributes in more than one way. The
researcher conducted a pilot case study of a similar fashion in 2017 and also had experience
working as a mediator. The pilot case study interviewed five women (faculty and staff) in higher
education and the results were shared in a final presentation for a doctoral course. The pilot case
study demonstrates the researcher’s familiarity on the topic being studied. Past experience as a
family court mediator was also a testament to the researcher’s ability to interpret fairly, listen
objectively, and be adaptable and ethical.
Research Site and Participants
Individual interviews were conducted via WebEx video conferencing. WebEx video calls
were secured meetings which required a meeting ID and password. The target population was 1)
women, 2) aged 35-75, 3) holding a graduate or terminal degree, 4) employed in higher
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education, 5) who have at least 5 years of leadership experience in higher education. The
inclusion criteria was based on the scope of my study of women in higher education leadership.
The degree criteria was based on the fact that many hiring requirements for leadership roles in
higher education require a graduate or terminal degree. The age range criteria is related to the
degree criteria--based on the average amount of time it would take to complete a graduate or
terminal degree and while simultaneously or subsequently working in leadership. The number of
years of experience is to distinguish between seasoned leaders and those in newly appointed
leadership roles.
Sampling Techniques
This study sought to examine the experiences of women in executive leadership in higher
education with a specific interest in women university presidents. However, because of the
limited pool of women appointed as university presidents at four-year colleges and concerns
regarding the probability of retaining participants, the study was not originally bound to exclude
women in other executive leadership roles such as vice presidency or provost. This study used
purposeful sampling to identify participants that meet the inclusion criteria for the study and
included a specific list of standing women university presidents at four-year institutions. The first
round of recruitment emails was sent only to women who held the highest seat in higher
education leadership, that being the university presidency. Additional recruitment for executive
roles immediately following the presidency would have occurred if the recruitment of women
presidents had been unsuccessful. Because the study was successful in its recruitment efforts, the
case was subsequently bound to women university presidents only. For that reason, any
individual not currently holding office as a university president nor identifying as a woman were
excluded from this study.
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Data Collection
The study received IRB exemption in July of 2020 (See Appendix A) and was approved by the
researcher’s dissertation committee in August of 2021. In October of 2021, the researcher sent
recruitment emails to the work email addresses of fifteen potential participants; the email
described the study, stipulated the inclusion criteria for participation in the study, invited
participation, and delineated the process for expressing interest in participation. The researcher
logged potential interviewees and linked their corresponding university website(s) which were
used to search for and obtain email addresses. Of the fifteen standing presidents which were
emailed in the initial outreach, four responded with an interest to participate. Upon guidance
from the primary investigator, the study proceeded with the four participants recruited.
Virtual Data Collection
The IRB submission and the dissertation proposal took place during the height of the
global COVID-19 pandemic. Accordingly, plans to conduct interviews virtually were in the
study’s original design and placed in the interest of protecting all participants as well as the
interviewer. Literature regarding conducting virtual qualitative research notes protocol closely
similar to that of in person research and “need not be considered unilaterally riskier than in
person data collection” (Dodds & Hess, 2020; Lobe et al, 2020; Newman et al, 2021, p. 20;
Roberts et al, 2021). In fact, some studies suggest that online interactions can provide more
substantial engagement than in person processes (Marhefka et al, 2020). Existing research on
virtual meeting etiquette also reinforces similar practices as communication in person (i.e.: eye
contact, non-verbal cues) (Marhefka et al., 2020). Newman et al. (2021) extend the benefits of
virtual data collection to improve the process for research and participants by:
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1. [Circulating] information and consent forms in advance by email. Participants can
view these at their leisure, including offline, to gain familiarity with study
procedures absent time pressures and perceived interpersonal pressures that may
occur, particularly in the presence of the researcher, immediately preceding data
collection. Participants can verbally consent when recording has started, by being
asked to confirm if they know they are participating in a study and have had their
questions answered (p. 10).
2. Address[ing] longstanding concerns about individuals feeling pressured to
participate, such as once they have arrived for an interview or focus group. This
can occur despite researchers’ assurances that potential participants do not have to
proceed. By shifting the consent process away from signing a form in person, this
may reduce some of the perceived power differentials between researchers and
participants. Participants can simply not reply to emails or end video calls more
easily than walking out of an in-person interview (p.10).
Lack of prior experience with online communication technology (such as the internet, email, and
video conferencing) was not a problematic area of concern as participants had existing working
knowledge with all tools and platforms used. Finally, privacy concerns will be addressed in the
section on ethical considerations.
Credibility, Reliability, and Validity
There are four general types of trustworthiness in qualitative research: credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). This study conducted
member checks to establish credibility. Each participant received a summary of the research
55

findings, including demographic information, identified themes, direct quotes, and a short
analysis for feedback and comments. I also conducted a research audit for dependability.
Additionally, trustworthiness of the data collected and confirmability depends upon triangulation
through multiple sources of informative evidence and methods. The research study also collected
data via non-verbal communication, a review of the interview transcriptions, personal notes from
interviews, and content analysis on university websites. The principal form of data collected
were semi-structured, open-ended virtual interviews. On average, a total of 1 hours and 40
minutes of participant time was required of participants in this study, approximately two minutes
was spent scheduling the interview, and the rest of time was spent in the interview.
The virtual interviews were recorded via WebEx, which offers auto-generated captioning.
The researcher reviewed the transcript text and updated any errors. Next, the transcriptions were
coded in search of identifying themes. Codes were developed based on the data collected and
took an inductive approach (Thomas, 2006). All transcriptions were saved in a common format,
and a backup of each file was saved. The transcriptions were read to familiarize myself with the
text. After multiple readings of the text, the codes were separated into upper level and lowerlevel themes. I continued to refine each theme by subtopics, divergence, and other unique
insights (Thomas, 2006). Qualitative coding provided increased validity, decreased bias, and
enabled accuracy and transparency. Data analysis also cross referenced and considered
participants' public biographies including but not limited to the participants curriculum vitae,
LinkedIn profile, and other demographics about their identities and the institution where they
served at the time of the interview. As previously mentioned, a content analysis of relevant
articles, announcements, and policies noted on participants' university websites were also
considered. Additionally, the researcher considered personal notes taken during the interview
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which included context such as nonverbal cues and or written communications. Non-verbal cues
offer a variety of unintended and or intended communication. Subsequently, the researcher
provided a short summary of the findings as well as direct quotes relevant to the emerging
themes and shared said findings with the participants as part of member checks. As previously
mentioned, member checks aid in ensuring the accuracy, validity, and credibility of a study
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Lastly, results and conclusions were drafted. Table 3 reviews the
timeline of the study.

Table 3
Timeline of the Study

Activity

Start Date

End Date

Recruitment & Scheduling Interviews

October 2021

October 2021

Individual Interviews

October 2021

November 2021

Transcription of Interviews

November 2021 November 2021

Data Analysis

December 2021

December 2021

Member Checks

January 2022

January 2022

Results & Conclusion (writing)

January 2022

February 2022

Ethical Considerations
“Most of the fundamental ethical issues in online interviewing are the same as in face-toface contexts” (Lobe et. al, 2020, p. 7). The collection of oral and electronic consent was
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received prior to the start of the interview. At the start of the scheduled interview, the researcher
reviewed the Informed Consent form with the participant and offered the space for the
participant to ask any questions. After the researcher answered any questions about Informed
Consent and/or the form, when the interviewee was ready and comfortable moving forward as a
study participant, the researcher confirmed the electronic consent form was received. Electronic
consent to participate took place prior to the scheduled interview as participants received a
Google Forms informed consent via email prior to the interview date. A copy of the informed
consent was also available via PDF for the participants.
Participation in the study was voluntary; the interviews were individual and took place
via private virtual communication. WebEx video calls were secured meetings requiring meeting
ID and password which were only made available to the researcher and the participant.
Participants were able to choose the physical location of their interview setting (ie: at home or in
a private office) which allowed them to control the comfort of their setting. Participants also had
the option to include a virtual background so as to not disclose their location.
After the consent form was signed but before starting the interview questions,
participants were asked to choose or have the student researcher choose a pseudonym. All
participants chose for the researcher to assign a pseudonym. A single list linking the participants’
actual name and their pseudonym was kept in a password protected Google Drive. All other
electronic data will only reference the participants by their pseudonym. Electronic data will also
be stored on the student researcher’ personal laptop which is only used for purposes of this study
and which will only connect to the Internet via secure, password protected WIFI. All data will be
stored for five years and then destroyed.
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The risks involved in participating in this research study were minimal. Participants may
have experienced some discomfort in responding to individual interview questions because of the
personal nature of some of the questions which asked them to reflect on past challenges and
other experiences of resiliency during their educational and or professional careers. It is unlikely
that any harm may/will occur. In the event that discomfort was experienced, the researcher
offered the participants the option to take a break, decline to answer the question, and/or
immediately discontinue their participation without consequence. This was also outlined in the
consent form and reviewed prior to the start of the interview. There was only one instance of one
participant choosing to decline a single question. Participants were also encouraged to ask
questions about the study and reminded that the study was designed to protect their privacy and
confidentiality. Participants were also encouraged to ask questions about the ways in which data
was collected, stored, and reported.
To prevent and minimize risk, the student researcher/interviewer also checked in with the
participants throughout the interview to ensure the participant is comfortable continuing. The
student researcher was also available via email to answer any questions post interview, in the
event that any questions or concerns arose at a later time. Participation in this study provided no
direct benefit to participants. However, the purpose of the study was to gain insight into the
trajectory of, and the climate experienced by, women seeking leadership positions in higher
education. As a result, participants in this study might have experienced a sense of contribution
to improving training, support, and hiring practices for all women with careers in higher
education. There were various probable benefits for society that this research could influence,
some of which include diversifying leadership, actively working to reduce gender bias, and
creating programs for mentoring aspiring women in leadership. Participants were not paid or
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otherwise compensated for time spent and their effort in this study. Finally, any information
participants shared during the interview that could reveal their identity was excluded from the
study findings.
Chapter Summary
Chapter 3 discussed the research study’s design and methodology. The research outlined
an instrumental case study in order to understand the underrepresentation of women presidents in
higher education and their professional trajectory. The study was exempt by IRB and approved
by the student researcher’s dissertation committee. Subsequently, data was collected via semistructured interviews and university websites. The next section, Chapter 4, will present the
findings and emergent themes from the four individual interviews and additional content
analysis.
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CHAPTER 4: RESEARCH FINDINGS
Introduction
Chapter 1 introduced the qualitative research study on women in higher education
leadership by recounting the history of women in higher education and reviewing the current
status of women in higher education leadership roles. Chapter 1 also introduced the research
questions and theoretical frameworks that guided the study. Chapter 2 reviewed existing
literature regarding women in higher education and university presidents. Chapter 2 also
addressed how it fills gaps identified in the literature. Chapter 3 discussed the methodology
chosen for the study, outlined the research design and methods, discussed the research
participants, how informed consent was obtained, and provided a timeline of activities. Chapter 4
will introduce the research findings first by introducing study participants, then by introducing
the emergent themes and implications. Finally, chapter 4 will revisit the theoretical frameworks
that guided the research questions and discuss how the frameworks underpinned the researcher’s
analysis.
Restatement of the Purpose and the Research Questions
The purpose of this study was to examine women in higher education leadership. Higher
rank executive positions remain largely held by white males, leaving women underrepresented in
the highest levels of leadership in higher education. By interviewing women who are university
leaders and exploring their journey to said positions, this study hoped to unveil the biases and
prejudices that perpetuate inequality in higher education leadership and to collect advice for
future women leaders. The research questions that guided the study were:
1. What are the career trajectory experiences of women presidents in higher education?
2. How have salient aspects of their identity influenced their experience?
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3. What strategies did they use as women to reach their current position?
4. How have institutional campus cultural factors contributed to their experiences?
Study Participants
This study recruited four individuals to participate. Each participant met the initial
inclusion criteria discussed in Chapter 3: 1) women, 2) aged 35-75, 3) holding a graduate or
terminal degree, 4) employed in higher education, 5) who have at least 5 years of leadership
experience in higher education. The inclusion criteria was based on the scope of the study of
women in higher education leadership. The degree criteria was based on the fact that many
hiring requirements for leadership roles in higher education require a graduate or terminal
degree. The age range criteria is related to the degree criteria--based on the average amount of
time it would take to complete a graduate or terminal degree and while simultaneously or
subsequently working in leadership. The number of years of experience is to distinguish
between seasoned leaders and those in newly appointed leadership roles.
During the individual interviews, each participant was asked to share salient aspects of
their identities. This was specifically asked in an open-ended way so as to highlight
characteristics that came up for each person independently. This was intentionally to prevent
participants from feeling like they had to check off census style boxes. It was important to me
that each participant knew they had control over what information was shared. While some of
the women disclosed aspects such as their political orientation and religious affiliations, only
demographics that were disclosed by all four participants were included. None of the women
chose their own aliases and preferred I assign their pseudonyms. Table 4 below provides an
overview of the participants’ demographics including their pseudonym, marital status, sexual
orientation, number or children, racial and or ethnic identity. Table 5 provides an overview of
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their professional experience in higher education and the number of years they have served as
president. Finally, Table 6 provides the participant’s institutional information.

Table 4:
Participant Demographics
Name

Gender
Identity

Pronouns

Sexual
Orientation

Racial/Ethnic
Identity

Marital
Status

Number of
Children

Olivia

woman

she/her

queer

Black American

divorced,
remarried

1

Scarlett

woman*

she/her

straight

Scottish-Polish
Canadian

divorced,
remarried

2

Teresa

woman

she/her/ella

straight

Cuban
American

married

2

Amelia

woman

she/her

straight

Jewish
American

divorced,
remarried

2

Table 5:
Participant Professional Experience
Name

Educational
Level

Years in Higher
Education

Years as
President

Years to
Presidency

Olivia

PhD

24

>1

23

Scarlett

PhD

36

15+

20
(+ 8 in industry)

Teresa

PhD

26

2

24

Amelia

PhD

40+

10+

30
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Table 6:
Participant University Demographics
Name

Institutional Type

Region

Student Population

Olivia

Small Private 4-Year

East

predominately white institution

Scarlett Small Private 4-Year

West

minority-serving institution

Teresa

Small Private 4-Year

Mid-West predominately white institution

Small Private 4-Year
Amelia

East

minority-serving institution

Religiously Affiliated

Notable similarities across all participants were: they are all mothers; all earned a Ph.D.
and all use she/her pronouns. Additionally, all participants were married, with three out of the
four divorced and remarried. All participants were also presidents at small private 4-year
institutions, two at predominately white institutions and two at minority-serving institutions.
Two of the women were well into their tenure as presidents and 2 were relatively newly
appointed. The two newly appointed presidents began their role during the COVID-19 pandemic,
and both women expressed it was challenging to transition into a new role amid virtual meetings
and social distancing. Only one participant identified as queer and each participant was of a
different ethnic, racial, and cultural background. Finally, all participants considered their
leadership style as servant leaders. Servant leaders are characterized as good listeners,
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empathetic, transformative, awareness, persuasion through group consensus, foresight,
stewardship, and a commitment to the growth of people (Brewer, 2010; Spears, 2004).
Brief Introduction of Each Participant
The following section will introduce each participant individually and highlight
significant stories about their personal upbringing and professional, academic trajectory.
Olivia
Olivia was raised in what she would consider a traditional home. The second of four
children and the only girl, her mother was a school teacher and her father was a steel worker. As
a young girl, she wanted to be a pediatrician and specifically remembers no interest in being an
educator because she saw all of the hard work her mother brought home each night (grading,
invisible emotional labor, how much she cared for her students). She shared that her mother was
very ill her senior year of high school and therefore was not planning on attending college
immediately after graduation because she wanted to care for her mother. When her high school
history teacher found out about her plans, she encouraged her to continue her studies as a
commuter student so she could go to school but still help out at home. By that time, the
application period had already closed. Her teacher then made a phone call to the local university
and advocated for Olivia to be considered for an interview. She was admitted on a full
scholarship and began her college career in the fall. Unfortunately, Olivia’s mother passed away
on the first day of finals during her first semester of college, and she was unable to see her
daughter graduate. The encouragement from her high school teacher was one of the first
instances of notable, life-changing mentorship Olivia received. It was one of the first times
someone with more power than her pushed open a door of opportunity for her. This becomes a
hallmark thread across Olivia’s professional trajectory. Olivia shared,
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I persisted because of people who believed in me. Somebody saw me, a teacher saw me,
recognized my intellect and recognized my potential, and impacted my life. They
believed in me, encouraged me.
Olivia went on to earn a Bachelor’s degree and despite an explicit disinterest in being an
educator, she shared, “all roads lead to the classroom” and held an adamant belief that,
“education is a ministry”. Olivia went on to work in the public school district of her hometown
when another instance of someone with more power than her opened a door of opportunity. Her
favorite college professor called her and invited her to join a master’s program in education with
an emphasis on at-risk and diverse learners. She went on to earn her master's degree and
continued to work in the school district. Olivia was on track to become a school principal when
she received a call from the Dean of Academic Affairs at a neighboring university with an offer
to be an instructor. The position would come with a full scholarship for her to earn her PhD.
Olivia worked full time as an instructor and worked toward her PhD part time for 7 years. After
graduating with her doctoral degree, she was offered tenure within 5 years. She shared a
powerful story of a male colleague who encouraged her to continue her education and to earn her
PhD. Olivia recounts, “he did the unthinkable, he gave up tenure so that I could be hired into a
tenure eligible position”. This again was a demonstration of allyship, encouragement, and
support from someone with more power than her. When asked if she could describe her
professional trajectory in three words, Olivia chose “accidental, steady, inspirational”.
Specifically, she noted that she never planned to have a career in higher education executive
leadership.
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A distinct factor in Olivia’s professional trajectory is that she is an associate professor. In
order to move up in executive leadership in higher education, she was told she needed to be a full
professor. She shared,
And so, when I applied for this job, I placed an addendum to my CV to say that I know
that for some people you may be wondering why I'm not a full professor. And I said, it's
not because I can't. It's because I chose to serve. When you are one of a few people of
color in an institution of higher ed that's predominantly white you have visible and
invisible labor. I was on every committee under the sun. And so, it was not conducive…
the environment was not conducive to supporting me. I chose to serve. I consider myself
a servant leader.
Additionally, unique to Olivia’s story is the fact that she was the only black woman interviewed.
It is important to acknowledge this aspect of her identity as being the predominant ways in which
she finds she is perceived. When asked who people see when she walks into a room, Olivia
answered without pause, “They look at me and see a black woman. They definitely see my color
first”. This is important to acknowledge especially in comparison to other participants because
while other interviewees are of diverse cultural and ethnic identities, they did not acknowledge
race- or more specifically the color of their skin- as a salient facet influencing how they are
initially looked at and perceived. Olivia was also the only queer woman interviewed. She was
previously married to a man with whom she had one child, a son. She is now married to a
woman and the institution where she currently works was the first time in her career, she started
a professional position as she self-described, “as an out”.
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As the interviewer, I would describe Olivia as confident, passionate, judicious, graceful,
and intentional. While not at all timid, I found her the most reserved compared to the other
participants.
Scarlett
Scarlett was raised in a dual parent household where education was a central part of her
upbringing. Both of her parents were academics, her mother a professor of economics and her
father a professor of geography. She was the third of four daughters, specifically noting her and
her younger sister were unplanned pregnancies due to birth control failures. She expressed that
she watched her mother “really suffer from having two unwanted pregnancies. I mean, it's not
that she didn't love [us]- her children. It's that she had an academic career, and it was put on hold,
twice”. She described her upbringing as very international and multicultural, born in Canada,
raised in Scotland with Polish heritage. As a young girl she identified as male and shared that her
father considered her as his son- so much so that later on in life when he saw her pregnant, he
stated, “this isn’t physically possible”. She detailed how her father “absolutely” treated her
differently than her sisters,
I mean [my father] really thought of me as his son. And, I am intensely grateful for that
because at the time that I was choosing to do things that women were not supposed to do,
but he would encourage me to just go for it and he believed I could do absolutely
anything.
She attended a prestigious all girl school while living in Scotland and described it,
[as] a fantastic education, but it was also great that it was a girl school because the fact
that I identified primarily as male didn't matter because there were no gender stereotypes,
everyone wore the same uniform, so it was just a very safe place to be different.
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However, when the family moved from Scotland to Canada she struggled with the cultural
change and found it challenging to navigate as a 12-year-old, especially considering her
biological sex and gender identity were incongruent at the time. Scarlett shared,
As a young girl, I identified primarily as male and while I didn't necessarily present as
male, I was definitely very, very different. I had a strong Scottish accent and I had no
friends and I was the butt of teasing nonstop. The thing that rescued me was that I started
to play the trumpet. [This was] the first time I started to play a musical instrument, [and]
the music teacher was quite charismatic. I told her how lonely I was, and [that] I was
quite suicidal. When I admitted to her that I was considering suicide, she reached out to a
bunch of girls that she knew and had them adopt me and that made a huge difference.
Scarlett was identified as an exceptionally bright student from a very young age with an interest
in mathematics, science and art. As a young girl she admired Leonardo Da Vinci and dreamt of
becoming an engineer because she believed it would be the best way to marry science and art.
Early on in her academic career she took notice of the lack of women in her field, sharing she
had no female professors and knew of only two other women who were studying in the same
department. She went on to earn a Bachelor’s of Science, and subsequently earned a PhD.
While Scarlett was drawn to academics and teaching, she had no plans of a career in
higher education executive leadership. In fact, Scarlett left higher education to work in industry
for 8 years. She credits a lot of her professional development to the resources and training she
received while working for a corporation. Scarlett shared,
I benefited hugely from management training. [the company I worked] for was very
proactive about promoting leaders who were women and people of color. I became a
manager in my 4th year there. I became a senior manager the next year after that. So, I
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had all of this management training, which was something that, you know, just was not
available in higher ed for ages and just basic stuff like setting goals and personal
evaluations and dealing with difficult situations.
Ultimately, Scarlett returned to work in higher education and never left again. She described the
transition back into academia as an “incredible culture shock” because there were nearly no
women in leadership positions. She recounted being the “1st female head of department in the
faculty, the 1st female faculty member in the department, the 4th female full professor in the
faculty out of about 200 and the 11th female faculty member of all ranks of faculty out of about
300”. She also experienced instances of microaggressions from colleagues who refused to work
with her. She described an instance when her boss received an ultimatum by a colleague
threatening to quit if he did not kick her off the board, blaming the demand came as a result of
Scarlett being “difficult to work with”. She described herself as “very assertive and very
outspoken” and shared,
It occasionally has gotten me pushed off things because I'm quote unquote, too
outspoken. And I've definitely encountered multiple times people not wanting to work
with me because I'm a woman.
While reflecting on her gender identity and identifying as a male as a child, Scarlett shared,
I'm [65 years +] as of [this summer and] what I can see now is that there are many, many
women like me, who are a similar age, who fought to be allowed to do the things they
were interested in so I think if I had to do it over again, and it was possible to change my
gender, I wouldn't do it in retrospect. [Now, I think] it's not so much that I wanted to be
male, I wanted to have access to the things that males had access to.
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She continued,
I really care about diversity [in leadership]. I think [it is] really important [to me] because
of growing up as a girl and feeling really shut out of a lot of things I was interested in-- it
felt like society made it hard [for a girl to do the things I was interested in].
When asked if she could describe her professional trajectory in three words, Scarlett responded,
“upward, diverse, [and] strategic”. She also highlighted various instances when colleagues would
mention she should consider a role as a college president, but she was not sure if she considered
it a “good idea” since she loved teaching and the academic side of higher education. Eventually
she would make the transition into executive leadership roles in higher education.
When asked who people see when she walks into a room, Scarlett boldly replied,
“somebody who speaks their mind”. As the interviewer, I would describe Scarlett as fierce,
unapologetic, candid, intuitive, powerful, valiant, and wise.
Teresa
Teresa is the oldest of four siblings, with one sister and two brothers. Her father was a
refugee from Cuba and she was raised bilingual. Teresa recalled being a “6-year-old kid
translating for [her] grandparents at the store or the pharmacy”. She was raised by a single
mother who left Teresa's father “because of violence in the home” and described her childhood
as being “pretty chaotic and unstable”. Teresa found school to be a sanctuary because it offered
her a sense of structure- sharing, “I understood the rules, and I excelled, I felt capable and safe
and cared for.” Teresa also recounted the first time she started thinking about a career was when
she was in 2nd grade and seeing UN translators. She mentioned feeling that “[interpreting] is
something I already know how to do. I could actually have a career doing this. That’s actually
something I’m capable of doing.”
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When she was 10 years old her family was evicted from their home and she and her
siblings were at risk of being put into foster care when a relative in a neighboring state offered to
house them until her mother could get on her two feet. Eventually, her mother was hired as a
switchboard operator at a private preparatory high school that allowed all faculty and staff of
children to attend for free so long as they met the entrance criteria. Teresa and two of her siblings
attended and graduated from that high school. She attributes the experience of her prep school
education as an influential aspect which enabled her to be prepared for the college application
process. Teresa went on to gain admission at a prestigious university and earned her
undergraduate degree, albeit not without challenges. She recalls going to school with extremely
wealthy students who were “literal royalty from other countries, but also figurative royalty like
Hollywood or political royalty was pretty shocking [and] truly stratospheric” adding,
[I was] bashful to admit [my] parents didn't have a college degree. I wasn't going around
telling people, ‘Oh, when I did the college application process, there was nobody in my
family who could give me advice or help me. I had to fill out the FAFSA myself’. I
wouldn't have admitted that in my 1st year. By the time I was getting ready to graduate
from college, it was almost like a badge of honor to say, look at the distance I traveled.
The degree of difficulty for you is really different than for somebody who was born on
3rd base and knew that they were gonna go to college from the time they were a toddler. I
still think if you're on a predominantly white campus, it's extremely alienating… if you're
a student of color or you're a low-income student, it's harder than it is for white students.
It's harder than it is for students whose parents are college educated and who already
know the hidden curriculum of higher education. [But] once I found my people and
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started to form a community then I began to imagine how I could not just survive in that
space, but actually get something out of my time here.
Unique to Teresa’s story is that she was the only participant who was a 1st generation college
student. She shared why education is so important to her,
One of the things I tell people is why I'm so persuaded that education is important is that
my family went from my father being a refugee to my daughter being a legacy student at
[prestigious] college. Now, that doesn't happen for every family in America and there's
still a lot that we need to fix, still a lot of social inequality. A lot of structural racism. But
the fact that it's possible at all, persuades me that increasing access to higher education is
a really important thing for us to do.
Teresa decided to pursue a graduate degree and was interested in policy work. While she
imagined a career in federal service, plans changed when she followed her husband to a new
state where he was admitted into a doctoral program. She found an administrative job on the
same campus where her husband was studying and imagined it would be a temporary paycheck
to support her family- sharing, “[I thought] maybe I’ll just do this for a while- while my husband
gets his degree. [I was] not thinking this was going to lead to a career in higher education. It was
really an accident”. Teresa continued,
Once I got on campus and I started doing the job, I discovered I really loved it. I love[d]
being back on a university campus. I loved the youthful energy of the students, their
optimism, their idealism. I loved being in a community of learners and thinkers.
When her husband finished his doctorate, she moved to a new state once again- following him to
a tenure track job he was offered. Having gained much experience in higher education she also
applied to local universities in their new state and landed a job as a Chief of Staff. About a year
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and a half into that job, the vice president for research was in a really bad accident that would
force him out of work for 6 months. The provost at the time offered her an interim position
because he saw in her, “the skills to do the job”. Ultimately, the vice president never recovered
from his accident and Teresa was under consideration to be the permanent Vice President.
However, she was ineligible because she did not have a PhD. The provost who offered her the
interim position, encouraged her to get her PhD and once she did, he would vouch for her
promotion. This motivated her to enroll in night school to start working on her doctorate, “as a
35-year-old mom with 2 grade school age kids”. Teresa graduated with her PhD in 3 years and,
“true to his word, promoted me”. When asked if she could describe her professional trajectory in
three words, Teresa stated, “took [a] crooked path” adding,
[My journey] doesn't look like the traditional college president route at all. [It] really [is
an] unusual unicorn kind of scenario. Most people who became a president go straight to
a PhD from their undergrad.
When asked what she attributes to her success Teresa shared,
There were people who really looked out for me along the way and gave me
opportunities who I have a lot of gratitude for. There was some amount of luck in terms
of being in the right place at the right time. There was hard work on my part. But you
noticed I did not put [hard work] first, because I think a lot of people work hard, and they
just don't get opportunities. I think in addition to hard work, the other thing is that I had
this ambition.
Teresa also talked about how instrumental her spouse was in supporting her professional career.
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She shared,
I've been with my husband for almost 34 years, we've taken turns back and forth
supporting each other's school, each other's jobs and moving for jobs. My husband quit
his job to come with me, so I could be the president here. So, I think who you picked as
your life partner might be one of the most important decisions you'll ever have to make.
Choosing someone who encourages you to your dreams and will really let you grow
without jealousy, without competing with you, without limiting you… That's really,
really important whether that partner is a man or a woman. It doesn't matter. But make
sure that it's somebody who affirms your goals.
As the interviewer, I would describe Teresa as commanding, canny, sharp, thorough, descriptive,
and eloquent.
Amelia
Amelia was raised in what she described as a traditional Jewish home with two older
brothers. Her mother’s family immigrated to the United States to escape World War 2 and
religious persecution. Amelia attributes this aspect of her family history as foundational to her
parents' commitment to “helping immigrants, helping others”. She continues,
And teaching me from a very, very, very young age that my responsibility in life is
to…There's an expression in Hebrew: tikkun olam, which means heal the world. And my
parents taught me from when I could walk that my responsibility in life is, tikkun olam.
Amelia’s mother worked as a nurse and her father as an engineer. As a little girl her dream job
was to be a ballerina or a secretary. She described her mother as her role model, teaching Amelia
to be very independent.
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Amelia expressed feeling somewhat of an outsider growing up. Specifically describing
how her physical attributes were different from the majority. She shared,
[There were] very few Jewish families in where I grew up. I was always treated a little
differently, because I wasn't blonde, blue eyed with long straight hair and I think that had
a big impact on me when I was young. I didn't have a little nose.
After high school Amelia went on to attend a local community college as her parents felt it was
best, she lived at home and studied nearby because she was a girl. After studying at the local
community college for about a year, Amelia had a moment of reflection and thought, “And that,
what's my purpose? Well, what's driving me? Why am I even going to school?”. She decided to
join a program which would require her to move to Israel and live and work on a “kibbutz”,
sharing, “[it] was a farm commune that was supported by the government. I worked in the fields
for a year and studied Hebrew 4 hours a day”. While her parents were shocked at her
spontaneous and brave decision, she noted the experience as,
the beginning of my [professional] trajectory because I was [gaining] independence and I
had this awakening that I could do something in life that brings people together,
to work collaboratively instead of separately.
After a year and a half, she returned to the states to finish her bachelor’s degree and subsequently
earned a master's degree. She returned to work at European universities for a number of years,
noting she “[loved] bringing people of different cultures together”. Amelia decided to return to
the states once again to continue her education and earn a PhD. While working as an associate
full professor, the university president encouraged her to transition into administration sharing,
I think this is a very important piece of my story that explains why [I feel my trajectory
was] unexpected. It wasn't me… I was never really seeking to move up the ladder;
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someone always saw something in me that said ‘you are ready for this next step’ and I
was always like ‘really? I was supposed to be a ballet dancer or a secretary’ and they’d
say, ‘no’. So, the president said, ‘here’s your next step’.
She shared numerous instances when individuals in higher ranked positions than her would call
her and identify an opportunity for her or encourage her to move up to the next step in her
professional career. Her immediate internal response was, “like whoa, I was supposed to be a
ballet dancer or a secretary”.
When asked if she could describe her professional trajectory in three words, Amelia
shared she would not be able to do so in just three words, but could do so in three phrases,
“student focused, unexpected, [and] serving the underserved by choice”. Amelia also described
various instances of prejudices as a woman in leadership and noted,
I think because I'm a woman, I think I'm more easily challenged by people, I'm not taken
seriously, and I feel like I have to work very hard to be taken seriously. There's [also] a
contradiction because they think she's so nice, but she's holding me accountable- I think
as a female it's very difficult because people don't expect you as a female to hold them
accountable to set standards. So, that's a leadership dilemma I [am faced with].
Unique to Amelia’s interview was her emphasis of her duties as president, she was the only
participant to specifically mention fundraising as a major element of her responsibilities. As the
interviewer, I would describe Amelia as warm, energetic, genuine, dynamic, vigorous and
extremely personable.
Content Analysis
Upon coding the data collected from the individual one-on-one interviews, themes began
to emerge. Data saturation was reached through various reviews of interview transcripts,
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interview notes, member checks, and document analysis from institutional websites, participant
curriculum vitaes, and public articles about each participant.
Emergent Themes
This study found that lived experiences of Olivia, Scarlett, Teresa and Amelia were
varied across cultural, religious, ethnic, racial, sexual orientation, socio-economic status, birth
order, familial support, and immigration status. Academic backgrounds and paths to the
presidency also varied. Despite such vast differences in their identities, the women did share
similar experiences in their professional trajectory in higher education leadership. This section
will focus on the four themes which emerged from the data and provide supporting interview
quotes from each participant. The research themes include: (a) Unexpected Path, (b) The
Weight of Being ‘The First’, (c) Agency, Authenticity & Awareness, and (d) The Gendered
Nature of the Presidency. Deeper analysis of each theme and how they relate to the research
questions will be discussed in Chapter 5.
Unexpected Path
The first theme that emerged from the data, the Unexpected Path, highlights the
participants’ unanticipated success as higher education professionals. This is not to say the
participants’ success was unearned or without hard work, dedication, and competency as each
woman demonstrated extensive experience, expertise, and impressive resumes. Rather, this
theme unveiled that none of the women planned on a profession in executive leadership in higher
education- much less imagined it was possible to reach the presidency. Participants attributed
their success partially to others seeing “something” in them- their intelligence, their skill set,
their work ethic- valued them as individuals and encouraged them to pursue higher opportunities.
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In every instance described, the person(s) who helped the participants by “opening doors” and
“making space”- were individuals with more social wealth and capital than them. It is
noteworthy to acknowledge that the various mentors who each participant noted as influential to
their academic and professional success- knowingly or unknowingly- exhibited critical
multicultural organizational values as they empowered non-dominant voices. Table 7 displays
demographics of the various mentors each participant indicated as instrumental in their academic
and professional trajectory. A majority of mentorship was from white males (50%), which aligns
with existing literature and statistical data that demonstrates white males as the dominant group
holding power, rank, and influence in higher education leadership as discussed in the literature
review in Chapter 2. None of the participants indicated mentorship from women of color.

Table 7:
Identities of Participants’ Mentors
Race

female

male

POC

0

20%

white

30%

50%

One participant even described the support as “sponsorship” while others recognized it as a form
of allyship. Below are a few instances and key phrases from individual interviews that illustrate
the Unexpected Path.
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● If somebody had told me when I was young that I was going to be the president of
a university I would've said no, I'm supposed to be a ballet dancer or a secretary.
So, I exceeded my own expectations, I suppose. - Amelia
● I never intended to become a college professor and so when I wrote my materials,
my personal statement for becoming tenured, I refer to myself as the accidental
professor. - Olivia
● It's not like I had a singular notion that I was going to be an academic or college
president, that was really not on my mind at all. - Teresa
● I was never really seeking to move up the ladder. Someone always saw something
in me that said you are ready for this next step and I was always like, really? Amelia
● Accidental, steady, inspiration - Olivia
● Took crooked path - Teresa
● Student focused, unexpected, serving the underserved by choice - Amelia
● People were telling me I should go be a college president [but] I love[d] teaching
and I love[d] research [so I wasn’t sure] that was the right thing to do.” - Scarlett
● I [didn't] think I [was] going to be really credible as a candidate, because I knew I
had a lot of strikes against me. I didn't have a lengthy 30-year career as an
academic. I'm a woman, I'm lucky you know? You know the number of Latino
presidents and colleges and universities in this country? It's less than 4%, and
most of those are in community colleges. And most of them are men, so the
number of Latina women is exceedingly small and the number of women
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presidents at 4-year degree granting institutions it's a really, really small group.
So, I thought this is like a lottery situation. - Teresa
There were two sub-themes that branched from the Unexpected Path: The Significance of
Mentorship and the Lack of Role Models who looked like them. Below each sub-theme is
elaborated.
Significance of Mentorship
Participants shared stories of being coached or mentored, noting the support was a
positive influence in their career. While not all participants explicitly use the word mentorship,
they described instances of encouragement, of people taking the time to train them, guide them,
offering them professional development opportunities and sage advice. Below are a few phrases
that illustrate the sub-theme:
● And so, he would meet with me once a week for an hour and he would talk with
me about all the upcoming events and he would teach me the way to formulate my
request to be well received. So that was one thing that has been really helpful to
me in my career - Scarlett
● The men who mentored me were all of a different generation than me… but I
learned a lot from them and they were not merely mentors for me. I would
characterize them as sponsors too, in the sense that they actually pushed doors
open for me. - Teresa
● So, I have a coach with whom I still work, we talk weekly for an hour, and she
was a former provost and so she is someone with whom I can discuss any
challenges, any successes or any questions that I may have. And I find that to be
very, very beneficial to have a coach in my life. - Olivia
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● [Mentorship] has been really helpful to me - Scarlett
●

“I think he had more confidence in me then I had it myself and he was always
encouraging me to reach for the stars. - Amelia

Lack of Role Models
The second sub-theme stemming from the conversation was the lack of role models who
looked like them. Participants all described “being” and “feeling” different than the “majority.”
For most of the participants (three out of the four) these feelings began at a very young age. For
all participants, the rarity of their identities in the spaces they were navigating became more
obvious as they entered elite spaces, i.e., the higher the education they attained and the higher
they moved up the executive ranks of leadership. Below are quotes which illustrate the lack of
representation of women and women of color:
● I'm asked to talk a lot about mentorship and one of the points I always make is
that if I stood around and held my breath and waited for a mentor who looked
exactly like me, I would have died waiting. So, I've had wonderful mentorship
from people who had nothing in common with me personally. I always tell young
people that they have a lot to learn from people who are not like them. - Teresa
● Nowhere in [my] story is there a black or person of color in my educational
experience... [but] in my home church there were black women and men who
were PhDs who taught at other institutions. So, while I was never taught by them,
I knew of people who looked like me, who had PhDs - Olivia
● [When I was a student] there were simply no female faculty in our department.
There were only two female undergraduate students majoring and doing
mathematics in my year. - Scarlett
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● The men who mentored me were all of a different generation than me, who never
did any primary care taking for their own children, who never really had to juggle
parenthood with their careers. So, there were a lot of things I didn't go to them for
advice on, but I learned a lot from them. - Teresa
The first emergent theme, Unexpected Path, and its corresponding sub-themes stem back to the
root issue being and the lack of diversity in executive university leadership. The lack of role
models who looked like them theme- subconsciously or consciously- relates to the unanticipated
possibility that they could be a college president one day. Additionally, the importance of
mentorship speaks to the need to support women and other non-dominant in their professional
development. In the next theme, the participants describe their experiences in male dominated
and white centered spaces.
The Weight of Being ‘The First’
The next theme, The Weight of Being ‘The First’, captures the challenges and sense of
responsibility unique to their experience as women and women of color. The experiences shared
were not only in their role as president, but throughout their academic and professional
trajectory.
Challenges
All participants described instances of explicit and implicit bias, microaggressions and
stacked prejudices against the various identities that make up who they are as individuals.
Participants shared stories of colleagues who refused to work with them because of their gender
identity or because of the religion they practice. They described the invisible labor carried by
historically marginalized groups, being victims of slurs, snubs and aspersions such as insults,
inappropriate judgements, and low expectations. Below are key quotes that highlight the
83

challenges they faced as ‘The First’ in various moments in their academic and professional
journeys:
● There were definitely many times where somebody, at least initially, did not take
me seriously or refused to work with me, because I'm female. And I've even had
people apologize for that afterwards. - Scarlett
● I got a number of handwritten letters from alumni who said I'm [Christian] and
because you're [not] I will never ever make another contribution to the
university... I got so many… and several board members stepped off the board.
They didn't want a [non-Christian] president… and so they got off the board and
I was like, well that's fine with me. I'm here. So, I had to sort of ‘get thick
skinned’ at the beginning, because it was so shocking to me that people would be
so blatant about faith and it was surprising, but I'm still standing. - Amelia
● Getting passed over still stings for me, it just does. And for me, it [was] an
example of white privilege at its height. - Olivia
● I would say I have felt that there were bias incidents. I do think there have been a
multitude [of bias incidents] too many to count… of cases where people said
things to me that were inappropriate, made judgments about me that were
inappropriate, had lower expectations of me that were inappropriate, insulted me,
treated me poorly. A lot of it- ignorant and not intentional. There have been times
where people have come up to me and said ‘the only reason you're in this job is
because they need it in affirmative action hire’… So that sort of thing that feels
intentional and mean. But there are also things that have been unintentional and
thoughtless… Unknowingly ignorant and where there was no malevolent intent,
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but there was just such a lack of familiarity, either with Latino culture specifically
or, with how to talk about race or racism even though they meant well, but did it
in a way that made me feel othered and made me feel like an outsider. - Teresa
● When you are one of a few people of color in an institution of higher ed that's
predominantly white, you have visible and invisible labor. I was on every
committee under the sun. And so, it was not conducive…the environment was not
conducive to supporting me. - Olivia
● I think [gender has] always been a factor and I think it affects me all the time. I
think there's a tremendous amount of sexism in the academy. I feel the effects of
sexism and misogyny all the time, even in my current job. And by the way, even
ironically from students who think of themselves as very woke and think of
themselves as very egalitarian - Teresa
● There are lots and lots of subtle ways that people are biased and [subtle ways we]
experience bias. - Scarlett
● I still feel like I experience overt gender bias all the time. – Teresa
● I would love to say that we're past those days where people underestimate you
because you don't look like the traditional person. I think we still have a long way
to go - Scarlett
● I feel the effects of being a woman in this role constantly. When people would
walk into a meeting and say, ‘can you tell me where the coffee is?’ even if I was
the one who called the meeting. Or I'm the headliner at a conference and people
come up to me and say, ‘can you tell me when Dr. [X] is going to get here?’
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Because they can't imagine that this embodiment is Dr. [X]. So, I feel it all the
time, there's never a time I don't feel it. - Teresa
● Every single day I feel like I'm— well, and this is it's very gendered— I think
people criticize [me] because I'm a woman, I think I'm more easily challenged by
people, I'm not taking this seriously… and I feel like I have to work very hard to
be taken seriously [because I am a woman]. - Amelia
● All prominent pronouns were male and I would be constantly correcting people,
they would say ‘he’ and I would say, ‘or she’. - Scarlett
● I definitely felt like there were opportunities that people assumed I would not
want to take because being a mother of young children, they would assume I
wouldn't want to travel or assume I wouldn't want assignments that required doing
evening work - when I would have been willing to do that. But they were sort of
like protecting me without my desire to be protected, you know, making
assumptions about what I needed or wanted- and maybe even with good
intentions but still in a way that, in retrospect, feels infantilized. - Teresa
● There are times when I am confronted with ugliness and I let grace rule the day. Olivia
Sense of Responsibility
Along with the weight of challenges experienced as a result of being “The First” woman
or the “The First” person of color, queer person, non-Christian person, etc. in their fields,
departments, institutions, etc., the participants also described a sense of responsibility to reach
back and help others by creating opportunities for other underserved populations and for those
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that “[felt] like outsiders”. This sense of responsibility was a weight of mixed emotions as the
sentiment was that this obligation was both a privilege and a burden.
It is also noteworthy to recall that all participants self-described as servant leaders which
are characterized as empathetic, transformative, and hold a commitment to the growth of people.
Below are remarks from participant interviews that highlight this sub-theme:
● I've made it my business to reach out to other women, to support other women.
And so, you know, that's important to me. I've been blessed because I've been
supported by women and men over the course of my life, but there are not a lot of
women who have reached this point in their career where I am right now and so I
think it is my responsibility as long as I sit in this seat to make sure that I'm also
developing people, because some amazing people developed me. - Olivia
● It's a job that I find really rewarding and fulfilling, challenging and also a really
hard job... the hardest job I've ever done. I also feel a tremendous amount of
weight on my shoulders, because being the first woman and the first non-white
person in this job. You know, the expectations are both unreasonable and low, if
that makes sense. There's kind of a paradox in the sense that people have a million
reasons to not expect much out of me and to assume that I'm going to fail and at
the same time. If I do make a mistake, there's this tremendous weight on my
shoulders that there's all of this representation and all this stuff that a white male
president would not have to worry about because they only represent themselves.
And they don't have people expecting that somehow this speaks for something
larger than them or greater than them. - Teresa
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● I grew up in a house where my parents were very committed to helping
immigrants, helping others. And teaching me from a very, very, very young age
that my responsibility in life is to... there's an expression in Hebrew: tikkun olam,
which means heal the world. And my parents taught me from when I could walk
that my responsibility in life is, tikkun olam. - Amelia
● When I started out [as a university instructor] I was the only female person of
color, - [by taking this job] I decided to be that for others which I never had- both
for students who looked like me but also for students who didn't look like me to
see someone who looks like me in the front of the room - Olivia
● I have fought very hard for women to be taken seriously. So, I mentor a lot of
people and they're mostly women. And, I mean, it's not that I don't mentor, men,
it's that I think women often just need more encouragement support - Scarlett
● [When I was suicidal and my music teacher saved me] …that's actually
something that I've carried with me to this day [More than once I've had a student
who was very lonely and have gotten one or more other students to adopt them
exactly. The same way I was because it makes such a difference. - Scarlett
● Removing barriers for folks and making opportunities like the ones I had
available to other people that's the thing that's getting me out of bed every day. Teresa
This theme was also reinforced upon reviewing the participants' curriculum vitae which all
demonstrated various distinguished honors and awards for their individual service to the
empowerment of historically marginalized groups, leadership development as well as extensive

88

volunteer service and civic engagement. The subsequent theme ties into the resiliency of each
participant and highlights the strategies they used as women to navigate male dominated spaces.
Agency, Authenticity & Awareness
The third theme captures strategies participants used to navigate white-centered, male
dominated spaces and situations where they were outsiders. It should be noted participants were
not explicitly asked to identify the tactics they leaned on, rather concepts were identified during
data analysis and captured in their storytelling.
Agency
Participants demonstrated bold characteristics such as fearlessness, high standards, and
integrity. Despite being situated in positions of less social power and professional rank, they
shared instances where they leaned into their innate, virtuous, courage to act. Below are
participant quotes that exemplify their agency:
● The easiest way to make me do anything is to tell me I can't do it. - Scarlett
● Getting passed over still stings for me, it just does… I remember congratulating
him and saying to him, ‘if I'm going to be able to support you in this work, which
is what I'm supposed to do, and I have to report to you. I need to look you in the
eye and say to you, that you’re getting this position is an example of white
privilege at its height and I need you to hear me say it… and I don't want you to
hear that somebody else said I said it. I need to say it to you’. [It was important
for me to say that] because these things happen every day and people don't name
them... you're impacted by it. And so, I just couldn't let it slide. - Olivia
● I think because of the adversity from my childhood, I have a kind of fire in the
belly about me. I always have to do more than the minimum. I just always have to
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go one step extra. It feels like one of the things that has contributed to my success
is to always be working harder, always be going a little farther, always be doing
more than what's expected. - Teresa
● It was exciting and it was difficult, but I'm still standing and some of them
probably aren't. - Amelia
● I have a lot of energy; I have no fear and I believe I can change the world. And
another thing: stubbornness - Scarlett
● [I am] high energy, relentless, [I] never give up - Amelia
● When I was growing up, girls were supposed to be polite and kind and well
behaved and all those kinds of things. And that was just not me. I've always been
rebellious; I’ve always challenged authority. I've always fought for the things I
thought were right- and those were viewed as male characteristics at the time. Scarlett
● I have high standards, [I am] tough but fair, extremely candid... which by the way
is not a compliment in [the Midwest] but in the north east it would be, [I am]
extremely forthright- for some people it's refreshing for others it can be off
putting. - Teresa
●

I never wanted to settle for mediocrity. - Amelia

Authenticity
Participants illustrated an unapologetic commitment to being true to themselves and to
being genuine in their interactions with others. Authenticity is bravery, especially in spaces
where non-dominant voices are often muted. Below are key quotes highlighting participant
authenticity:
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● One of the things I love is that I am able to bring my authentic self to work every
day. I am someone who came out late in life- only came out 5 years ago and so
the fact that I am in this space and feel comfortable bringing my authentic self to
work every day - Olivia
● It was important [for me] to be a woman who was successful at the things I
wanted to do, because [set an example] to other women. - Scarlett
● Whenever you step into a space where you feel an inferiority complex wave
coming on, act like you belong there. I think you need to act, like, you belong
there for yourself to convince yourself, but also to convince everybody else.
Because if you act like you belong there, people are more likely to treat you like
you belong there. If you walk into the space all timid and apologizing and acting
like it's a big favor for people to let you be in there, they're going to treat you like
it's a big favor to let you be in there. If you have to go in the bathroom and look in
the mirror and tell yourself, you deserve to be there, whatever it takes.” - Teresa
● The Maya Angelou approach [is important to me] ... people may not remember
you for what you've accomplished, but they will always remember you by how
you made them feel. - Amelia
Awareness
The last component of this theme signals the participants' awareness of how they were
perceived and judged as women and as women of color. They also demonstrated an awareness of
the double bind of gendered leadership. This strategy was essential to being successful leaders.
Below are key phrases that detail this theme:
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● I think that it's a double-edged sword, I think I’m criticized, I'm challenged– it's
just nobody would admit it– but I think it's so ingrained that you can challenge a
woman more than you would ever challenge a man and that you would do it
publicly where you wouldn't do it publicly with a man. But on the flip side, I have
a warmth that men don't generally have, and I think it puts people at ease and
often too much ease, because then I'm so accessible. So, I think gender is
absolutely part of every single thing and everyday- and if I was not as warm, I
would be labeled a B*** or cold or something like that. So, you're always fighting
with how can I be warm and yet authentic? - Amelia
● When I think about what I think I stand for. And what I model as a female leader.
I think that [people] look up to me and look at me because they don't see a lot of
people who look like me in leadership positions. I don't know if that's so much,
because I'm a woman or is because I'm black and queer. So, my intersectionality
makes people look at me in a variety of ways. - Olivia
● And it's partly that I'm female, it's partly that I'm informal. And one of the reasons
I'm deliberately informal is that I am intense. I'm very outspoken, and I'm very
assertive. And I need to compensate for that somehow. And I do that by being
informal, by being very relaxed, by joking around all that kind of stuff, simply to
mitigate the parts of my personality that would be taken as being very strange for
being female. So, I certainly have had people who didn't listen to what I had to
say. It occasionally has gotten me pushed off things because I'm quote unquote,
too outspoken. I've definitely encountered people not wanting to work with me
because I'm a woman, multiple times. The flip side is that when you're someone
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like me, people remember you, and so you get a lot of opportunities you might not
have gotten if you were male, because my personality is more common among
men than it is among women. So, I think the way I sort of look at it is: there are
disadvantages and there are advantages. But, having said that, that's partly
because I'm so stubborn and fearless and full of energy, and it wouldn't
necessarily even out for someone who didn't have those additional attributes. Scarlett
● I'm not just different from [previous presidents]. I represent a shift in almost
every single way who I am, how I look, what I do, what I care about, how I talk,
how I think, my lived experiences, everything about me is different in ways that
are important, and in ways that are trivial. - Teresa
All participants demonstrated agency, authenticity and an awareness of how they were perceived
as women and as leaders. The final theme takes their experiences a step further and touches on
the gendered nature of their current role as presidents.
The Gendered Nature of the Presidency
The final theme emerged was the Gendered Nature of the Presidency. While some of the
participants made reference to the academy as a gendered space, the more explicit testimonies
were regarding their specific role as presidents and the old stereotypes and traditions intimately
associated with it. Examples of gender bias were pervasive as perceptions about the role of the
presidency were deeply embedded in ways that were both critical and paltry. Below are key
quotes from participants that speak to this theme:
● The 1st time I was introduced [as President], the person who introduced me to the
faculty said, we are so excited to have a president who gets her nails done and
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has long hair. So, and I said to him- and I didn't mean it to be negative- but I said
to him afterwards, you know, when you introduced me like that- that's all they
focused on and I've been working my whole professional life to be a scholar. And
to be a leader, and [not for the] focus [to be about] my appearance. - Amelia
● I'll give you an example, when I first came into this President's office, this desk
had been the desk for the previous presidents and it was just a flat table top, and it
faces the door. So, the first day I came into the office, I said, ‘this desk isn't going
to work for me’, and they were like, ‘why?’ And I said, ‘because there's no
modesty panel in the front and I wear skirts to work and this table faces the door I
can't sit at a desk like that’. And it was like, it hadn't even occurred to anyone
because it never had to because nobody ever imagined a woman sitting in this
office. So that's what I would consider a trivial matter but an illustrative one. I
mean, there have been big, important ways too, but everything from the little to
the big has required people to adjust their thinking. - Teresa
● The majority of students in higher education are now women [but] the majority of
leaders are not. We still have a long way to go until the leadership in higher
education reflects the student body. I think one of the things is that it's still true
that women have to fight for recognition… they have to fight to be taken
seriously. - Scarlett
● How they address my spouse, you know, they've always had a woman in that role
[of the president's spouse]. My very embodiment is requiring people to think
differently about a presidency. - Teresa
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● There's many times that my husband and I have gone places and people have
come up to us and have said to my husband, ‘President [ X ], I've been wanting to
meet you for a very long time’ and he says, ‘Uh, huh, my last name is [ Y ]. That's
president [ X ]’. So, I think even today in 2021, people assume that presidents are
male.
● I feel the effects of being a woman in this role constantly. People can't help but
think of me as a woman president, and not just as a president. Even young people
who say we're living in a post feminism environment can't help but think of me as
a mother figure in this role, in a way that I just do not think my predecessors ever
had the burden of. I feel it all the time. - Teresa
● “It's a lot easier to be taken seriously, if I dress like other [leaders]. It's much
easier to be successful if you're displaying male characteristics and how you
interact in a field that's very male oriented. - Scarlett
● “Women have agency, they have power, they can advocate, they can affect
change and make decisions and women can do anything that a man can do and
should be given the opportunity. - Olivia
● “I think I turned the university on its head without even realizing it. As a female
you're always going to have to prove yourself. So, the beginning was exciting and
difficult, because I was so different from prior presidents and so different from
what the university was used to. - Amelia

A review and analysis of the data collected found four emergent themes: (a) Unexpected Path,
(b) The Weight of Being ‘The First’, (c) Agency, Authenticity & Awareness, and (d) The
Gendered Nature of the Presidency. Table 8 aligns the emergent themes and the number of
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times participants explicitly or implicitly mentioned, suggested, or illustrated the theme and or
any associated sub-themes. Because qualitative data centers the importance of storytelling and
focuses on answering why something is happening versus what is happening, the number of
times a theme is mentioned is not a factor for determining rigor or validity in qualitative
research. However, the frequency of each theme was substantial and impactful, which merited
recognition.

Table 8:
Emergent Themes and Repetition of Keywords, Phrases, Ideas
Unexpected
Path

The Weight of
Being ‘The
First’

Agency,
Authenticity,
Awareness

The Gendered Nature
of the Presidency

Olivia

12

9

11

2

Scarlett

5

12

10

4

Teresa

15

17

12

9

Amelia

13

14

8

6

total # of
mentions

45

52

41

21

Participant
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Revisiting the Guiding Framework(s)
In order to examine the lived experiences of women university presidents and to make
sense of the findings, the study used two frameworks: Intersectionality, and Gendered
Organizational Theory. This section discusses how each theme emerged through the lens of the
theoretical frameworks that guided this study.
Intersectionality
Intersectionality served as a guiding principle in regards to the interview process, the
questions asked, and the analysis of the interview data. For example, participants were not asked
close-ended demographic questions about their identity. Instead, an open-ended question was
presented in which participants were asked to share salient aspects of their identity, leaving the
interviewee to interpret what they believed important to share and to decide how to represent their
identity. Additionally, intersectionality provided a lens to understand how each participants’
experience in academia and higher education leadership differed from the others based on various
aspects of their identity and their environment i.e., race, religion, sexual orientation, socioeconomic status, political orientation, educational field of study/department.
Intersectionality also provided a lens for the researcher to interrogate how participants
navigated various stacked prejudices not limited to gender. For example, the second sub-theme
under the Unexpected Path discussed the Lack of Role Models who looked like them.
Additionally, the second theme, The Weight of Being “The First,” not only considered the
various instances throughout their trajectory of being the first woman president, provost, faculty
member, etc.- but also took into consideration the various instances participants described as
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being the first person of color, being the first non-Christian, being the first Latina, etc. In other
words, “The First” recognizes other historically marginalized identities that broke through
barriers to success. The third and fourth themes also emerged with an understanding of the
experiences of complexly diverse women.
Gendered Organizational Theory
Gendered Organization Theory aided the data analysis which led to the findings as it was
important to remember the spaces the women had to navigate were male-dominated and malecentered. This theory also provided reason to consider elements of the institution, i.e.:
predominantly white institutions vs minority serving institutions, the history of the institution,
and the location of the institution (major city, small town, liberal leaning state vs conservative
state), as indicators of whether their experiences were situated in more or less patriarchal
tendencies.
Each of these theories worked as guiding principles to examine the experiences of each
participant and to recognize the study’s findings. The study’s findings reinforce, confirm, and
extend research about women in higher education as they fill the unique gap of diversely
complex women in executive leadership roles- specifically in the seat of the university president.
This will be discussed in further detail in Chapter 5.
Other Findings
Other data found that although the participants were committed to empowering
historically marginalized groups, their senior leadership teams did not mirror this belief as
presidential cabinets included less females and less persons of color. It should be noted this data
was collected from institutional websites and is limited to gender and racial identities. This does
not encompass all aspects of the identities of the individual members of the senior leadership
98

teams that may speak to the diversity of the teams, i.e.: sexual orientation, immigration status,
ableism, etc. Information as such is missing as it is not information commonly shared on
university websites and professional biographies.

Table 9:
Diversity of Participants’ Senior Leadership Teams
Leadership Team

female

male

POC

white

Olivia

75%

25%

16%

83%

Scarlett

38%

63%

38%

63%

Teresa

50%

50%

25%

75%

Amelia

40%

60%

60%

40%

To highlight the stark difference in the representation of women of color versus white
women, table 10 below illustrates the percent of white women, women of color, white men and
men of color across all four executive leadership teams and presidential cabinets combined. In
order to protect the identities of each participant and their executive teams, the demographics of
each team were grouped together so as to not identify the university team.
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Table 10:
Intersectional Identities of Combined Senior Leadership

Race

female

male

POC

13%

21%

white

40%

26%

One of the participants explicitly addressed the challenges of diversifying executive leadership
on campus. Scarlett shared that student demographics were easy to change because students
graduate and leave the university roughly every four years. Compared to academic and
administrative faculty who stay for decades. She also detailed a recent frustrating experience
where a woman of color was criticized largely based on subconscious biases from the hiring
committee,
I just went through being on a search committee for [an] executive director and there
were two candidates, a white male, and a woman of color. And In my career, I've never
seen such blatant bias. Basically, they looked at the woman of color and said, ‘she's too
soft spoken. Nobody will give her any money.’ [but] she was not soft spoken and she was
not timid. I think one of the things is that it's still true that women have to fight for
recognition. That [we] have to fight to be taken seriously. I would love to say that we're
past those days where people underestimate you [as a woman, but] I think we still have a
long way to go.
While the gendered nature of hiring practices in higher education was not a theme across all
participant interviews. I found Scarlett’s recent experience relevant and noteworthy to share
considering the greater context of this study.
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Chapter Summary
Chapter 4 introduced the research findings, emergent themes, and implications. Chapter 5
will discuss the assumptions, limitations, and delimitations of the study, indicate the significance
of the findings, and highlight key takeaways. Finally, Chapter 5 will also provide
recommendations for further research.
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION & CONCLUSION
Introduction
Chapter 1 introduced the qualitative research study on women in higher education
leadership by recounting the history of women in higher education and reviewing the current
status of women in higher education leadership roles. Chapter 1 also introduced the research
questions and provided the theoretical frameworks that guided the study. Chapter 2 reviewed
existing literature regarding women in higher education and university presidents. Chapter 2
also identified gaps in the literature. Chapter 3 discussed the methodology chosen for the study,
outlined the research design and methods, and provided a timeline of activities. Chapter 3
additionally includes a discussion of the research participants, and describes how informed
consent was obtained. Chapter 4 introduced the research findings, emergent themes, and
implications. Chapter 5 will consider the assumptions, limitations, and delimitations of the study,
discuss the significance of the findings, and highlight key takeaways. Finally, Chapter 5 will also
provide recommendations for further research.
Restatement of the Purpose and the Research Questions
The purpose of this study was to examine women in higher education leadership. Higher
rank executive positions remain largely held by white males, leaving women underrepresented in
the highest levels of leadership in higher education. By interviewing women who are university
leaders and exploring their journey to said positions, this study hoped to unveil the biases and
prejudices that perpetuate inequality in higher education leadership and to collect advice for
future women leaders.
The research questions for the study were:
1. What are the career trajectory experiences of women presidents in higher education?
102

2. How have salient aspects of their identity influenced their experience?
3. What strategies did they use as women to reach their current position?
4. How have institutional campus cultural factors contributed to their experiences?
Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations
The research study was limited because it is dependent upon the availability and
cooperation of sitting university presidents who met the criteria discussed in Chapter 3. The
study was also limited because of the online interview format. By not conducting in-person, oncampus interviews, the researcher missed out on the opportunity to observe the socialenvironmental campus climate. The observation of non-verbal communication was also limited
when conducting virtual interviews (McNeill, 2014). Additionally, interviewing in general is
limited by researcher biases which does affect social interactions such as the interview itself as
well as the interpretation of data. Bias may have also shown up in the subject's recall of events
and/or an inaccurate portrayal (Lin, 2018). Other limitations included reflexivity, anonymity of
participants, generalized results, and time constraints (Lin, 2018; Boyce & Neale, 2006;
Silverman, 2016). While the researcher was not able to overcome all of the limitations of a study,
being mindful of their existence was a way of tackling them.
Delimitations did exist within the research study as the primary focus was on women
presidents and did not include male minority groups, such as Black, Latino, Asian, and other
marginalized groups. Finally, the interpretation of the findings cannot be generalized for the
larger population of women in executive leadership in higher education as the study captured a
small sample size.
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Discussion of Findings
This section will review the research questions and how the emergent themes addressed
the study’s investigation. Additionally, this section will discuss how each theme contributes to
existing research about women in leadership and also extends knowledge in the specific area of
the topic being addressed.
Research Question 1: What are the career trajectory experiences of women presidents in
higher education?
When discussing the trajectory of their career, all participants shared they did not plan to
move up the ladder of higher education leadership, much less did they have a goal of becoming a
university president. From this, the theme of the Unexpected Path emerged. Literature
surrounding highly educated, high achieving women in leadership have long characterized them
as gritty, action-oriented, and go-getters. At the core of the Unexpected Path is not the suggestion
that these women lacked the competency, confidence, resiliency or a particular skill set needed to
climb the leadership ladder; rather there simply wasn’t a clear path paved for them to follow
because they were more often than not ‘the first woman’ in the various positions held throughout
their upward trajectory in higher education. Simmons (2020) explains, “women who are making
the extra effort required to be successful pioneers in male dominated [spaces] may not even have
the spare mental space to lift themselves above current concerns, visualize where they would like
to be in 10 years’ time, and consider whether leadership roles should be part of [their future]
(p.9). The participants’ repeated experience of being ‘the first woman’ - layered with their
various intersectional identities - made each of the women even less likely to imagine themselves
as a university president.
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The inability to see themselves arrive to such ranks is uniquely tied to representation.
Representation matters because it influences how one is viewed by others and more importantly,
how one views themselves. If you can’t see yourself represented throughout the ranks to get to
the highest position in university leadership, it is difficult for you to plan a trajectory to that end.
When representation of women in positions of power and leadership is limited, it is also difficult
to find mentors and examples of women achieving these positions of power (Pasque &
Nicholson, 2011). While men at the top aren’t incapable of helping women, research discussed in
chapter 2 reminds us that in-group favoritism indicates those in leadership positions are more
likely to help individuals that remind them of themselves (Pasque & Nicholson, 2011).
Accordingly, the two sub-themes branching from the Unexpected Path included: Lack of Role
Models and the Significance of Mentorship.
When discussing their professional experiences, participants described a lack of role
models who looked like them. Studies regarding representation in higher education confirm the
significant impact of representation citing, “the single most important factor in later success for
women- as measured by self-concept and career commitment is not the quality of the college
they attend, but simply being taught by other women” (Bettinger and Terry, 2005; Ulkti-Steiner
et al, 2000; Monroe et al, 2014, p. 421). This is a noteworthy connection because when
institutions talk about efforts to diversify leadership as beneficial to boosting innovation and
problem solving, we must also discuss the lasting impact diverse leadership can have on future
generations. This is instrumental to closing the leadership gap and will be further discussed in a
future section. The second sub-theme to stem from the Unexpected Path was the Significance of
Mentorship. Previous studies have highlighted the importance of mentorship in career
advancement (Banjeree-Batist & Reio, 2016; Brown, 2005; Chandler, 1996; Dunbar &
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Kinnersley, 2011; Hill & Wheat, 2017; Kram 1983) and recognize the lack of organized, formal,
and adequate mentorship for historically minoritized and marginalized groups (Meschitti &
Lawton Smith, 2017).
This study extends existing research surrounding mentorship and holds forth that in order
to shift power systems, mentorship but move beyond professional advice and guidance, and
transform into sponsorship and allyship. Participants shared stories of those who not only
mentored them, but who “pushed doors open” for them when they didn’t have access to do so for
themselves. A prime example to recall is the participant who shared a powerful story of a male
colleague and mentor who made space for those with less power than him. Olivia recounts, “he
did the unthinkable, he gave up tenure so that I could be hired into a tenure eligible position”.
This was more than simply mentorship; this was a demonstration of allyship and support from
someone with more power than her. “Doing any radical work that has the power to shift
systems— especially from within a [patriarchal] structure – requires allyship” (Welteroth, 2019,
p. 200). This study reaffirms the importance of mentorship and allyship.
Research Question 2: How have salient aspects of their identity influenced their
experience?
Participants shared a steadfast understanding that salient aspects of their complex
identities provided them a unique perspective, matured abilities like resiliency and creative
problem solving, and also cultivated in them their empathetic, servant leadership style. At the
same time, their complex, layered, and often marginalized identities meant they faced various
challenges while navigating male dominated, heteronormative, white-centered spaces. As a result
of these findings, the second theme, The Weight of Being ‘The First’ emerged.
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Intersectional analysis reminds us that the experiences of non-disabled, cis gender hetero
white women are incompatible to the distinct lived experiences of complexly diverse women.
This is not to discount the challenges experienced by white women (as their struggles are not
limited to their gender nor does their white privilege erase any oppression experienced as a result
of socioeconomic status, sexual orientation or disablism); rather it is to highlight that the
difference in weight is impacted by stacked prejudices, stigmas, and stereotypes. Lorde (2007)
explains, “there is no such thing as a single-issue struggle because we do not live single-issue
lives” (p.130). As a result, inequality is not experienced equally as overlapping, concurrent forms
of oppression create a particular experience which further disenfranchises complexly diverse
individuals. Critics of intersectional analysis believe intersectionality perpetuates victimization
by highlighting how oppressed a person is. This study rejects that notion and acknowledges that
a problem is not perpetuated when we speak truth to power; rather, when we name and recognize
oppression for what it is, we illuminate the systemic inequities that academia has long
internalized and masked as traditions (CSIEME Framework, 2022).
The Weight of Being ‘The First’ illustrates the instances when participants were on the
front lines of microaggressions in every new space they entered as they climbed up the higher
ranks into executive university leadership. The first sub-theme of The Weight of Being ‘The
First’, Challenges, described the obstacles the participants faced as women, as women of color,
as non-christian, etc. Individual identities are intricate in that interpretations of each identity are
context dependent. In other words, the elements of an individual’s identities are marked and
ranked when positioned in light of the dominant culture. “Important aspects of our identity… are
markers of relational positions” (Banks, 1993, p. 5, as cited in Vavrus, 2015, p. 124).
Accordingly, intersectionality as a theoretical framework was essential for understanding the
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multiple dimensions of bias, microaggressions, prejudices, stereotypes, and other challenges that
participants experienced as complexly diverse women in the patriarchal academy. This is
because perceived bias could fall into a gray area as any discriminatory behaviors experienced by
the participants may have been a result of a single identity or overlapping and across more or one
identity (i.e., gender, race, sexual orientation, religion, etc.) (Crenshaw, 2009). When participants
shared experiences of bias incidents, there were a mix of stories that included a positive
assurance the bias was based off of a specific identity they held as well as instances where they
felt the judgements were based off of a combination of their layered identities. This is because
acts of bias may be explicitly expressed or committed in a covert and hidden manner.
The second sub-theme stemming from The Weight of Being ‘The First’ was Sense of
Responsibility, which recognizes the participants' unique feelings of pressure and invisible
obligation to empower marginalized communities when reaching positions of power. This sense
of responsibility was a weight of mixed emotions as the sentiment was that this obligation was
both a privilege and a burden. While all participants expressed this sentiment in varying degrees,
two remarks captured the essence of the theme head on: First, when Teresa shared,
It's a job that I find really rewarding and fulfilling, challenging and also a really hard
job... the hardest job I've ever done. I also feel a tremendous amount of weight on my
shoulders, because being the first woman and the first non-white person in this job.
You know, the expectations are both unreasonable and low, if that makes sense. There's
kind of a paradox in the sense that people have a million reasons to not expect much out
of me and to assume that I'm going to fail and at the same time. If I do make a mistake,
there's this tremendous weight on my shoulders that there's all of this
representation and all this stuff that a white male president would not have to
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worry about because they only represent themselves. And they don't have people
expecting that somehow this speaks for something larger than them or greater than
them.
And secondly, when Olivia shared,
I've made it my business to reach out to other women, to support other women. And so,
you know, that's important to me. I've been blessed because I've been supported by
women and men over the course of my life, but there are not a lot of women who have
reached this point in their career where I am right now and so I think it is my
responsibility as long as I sit in this seat to make sure that I'm also developing people,
because some amazing people developed me.
Olivia’s remarks in particular echoes sentiments from other well-known diverse women such as
Michelle Obama and Toni Morrison who shared, “if you have some power, then your job is to
empower somebody else” (Morrison, 2003, p. 4) and “When you’ve worked hard, and done well,
and walked through the doorway of opportunity, you do not slam it shut behind you. You reach
back, and you give other folks the same chances that helped you succeed” (Obama, 2012).
Complexly diverse women are not simply casualties of the societal barriers they face as a result
of their marginalized identities, they are also empowered by those same identities, and are able to
capitalize on the richness of their intersectional knowledge and use it to pioneer pathways and
make space for others.
Research Question 3: What strategies did they use as women to reach their current
position?
Participants illustrated acts of agency, authenticity and an awareness of the double bind
of leadership as strategies used to navigate the workplace. It should be noted participants were
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not explicitly asked to identify the tactics they leaned on. The third theme emerged from various
instances when participants shared stories of overcoming adversities and strategies were
identified during data analysis and coding.
Participants demonstrated bold characteristics such as fearlessness, high standards, and
integrity. Despite being situated in positions of less social power and professional rank, they
shared instances where they leaned into their innate, virtuous, courage to act. Brown (2018)
refers to this as a core characteristic of daring leadership and indicates,
“Daring leaders are never silent about hard things… [they] choos[e] courage over
comfort; what's right over what's fun, fast, or easy… [they] do more than profess [their]
values, [they] practice them… and take care that [their] intentions, words, thoughts, and
behaviors align with those beliefs” (pp 184-189).
Agency as a strategy required being bold and courageous. Similarly, authenticity can also be
referred to as an act of courage because academia was “not originally envisioned or created with
women, people of color, or other underrepresented groups inhabiting it” (Kohn-Wood, 2000, p.
26). Welteroth (2019) further explains, “sometimes just being yourself is the radical act. When
you occupy space in systems that weren’t built for you, your authenticity is your activism” (p.
200). Finally, the last component of this theme signaled the participants' awareness of how they
are perceived and judged as women and as a result of their various identities. They also
demonstrated an awareness of the double bind of gendered leadership. This awareness was
emerged in all participant interviews in varying ways, one explicit instance was described by
Scarlett,
One of the reasons I'm deliberately informal is that I am intense. I'm very outspoken, and
I'm very assertive. And I need to compensate for that somehow. And I do that by being
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informal, by being very relaxed, by joking around- all that kind of stuff, simply to
mitigate the parts of my personality that would be taken as being very strange for being
female.
Another example was Amelia’s remarks,
“I think that it's a double-edged sword, I think I’m criticized, I'm challenged– it's just
nobody would admit it– but I think it's so ingrained that you can challenge a woman
more than you would ever challenge a man and that you would do it publicly where you
wouldn't do it publicly with a man. But on the flip side, I have a warmth that men don't
generally have, and I think it puts people at ease and often too much ease, because then
I'm so accessible. So, I think gender is absolutely part of every single thing and everydayand if I was not as warm, I would be labeled a B*** or cold or something like that. So,
you're always fighting with, how can I be warm and yet authentic?”
This finding corroborates past research that explains the double standard that exists for women
when they possess leadership skills deemed appropriate of men (i.e., being outspoken, assertive,
authoritative, etc.) (Bagilhole & Goode, 2001; Kellerman & Rhode, 2018). In particular,
Amelia’s comment about it being “so ingrained that you can challenge a woman more than you
would ever challenge a man” is an illustrative one that speaks to the unconscious gender
schematic conditioning discussed in Chapter 2. Simmons (2020) found that persons of all
backgrounds tend to associate leadership first with men before women as a result of social
gender schematic conditioning. This bias is difficult to pinpoint because it is subtle and covert in
nature.
Agency, authenticity, and awareness were all used as navigation strategies by the
participants in this study. For women in higher education leadership, tactics are “integral to
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succeeding in their careers within an environment that typically privileges men” (Berg, 2020, p.
15).
Research Question 4: How have institutional campus cultural factors contributed to their
experiences?
Women university presidents in the 1980s have shared documented accounts of gender
discrimination and hostile work environments; And other executive leaders have also described
instances where they were excluded from private clubs where meetings were held, had their
requests to schedule breaks to express milk were rejected, and shared stories of hidden
pregnancies (Monroe et al, 2014). While the climate in academia has evolved over the last 30
years, the patriarchal tendencies of the academy remain.
Participants shared examples of colleagues who patronized them by ‘asking for a cup
coffee’, of instances when they were critiqued about their appearance, of being stereotyped as a
mother figure, of condescending microaggressions that implied they were ‘simply an affirmative
action hire’ and also described university concerns over how to address their spouse (i.e.,
updating the language from the traditional ‘first lady’ to ‘first gentleman’ or ‘first partner’). A
story shared Teresa depicts a trivial yet revealing example,
I'll give you an example, when I first came into this President's office, this desk had been
the desk for the previous presidents and it was just a flat table top, and it faces the door.
So, the first day I came into the office, I said, this desk isn't going to work for me, and
they were like, why? And I said, because there's no modesty panel in the front and I wear
skirts to work and this table faces the door I can't sit at a desk like that, and it was like, it
hadn't even occurred to anyone because it never had to because nobody ever imagined a
woman sitting in this office.
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The situation Teresa described might be mitigated as an innocent, unintentional, and an honest
oversight by the university. However superficial the matter may seem; the story is crucial and
indicative of the embodiment of the presidency. ‘Traditions’ as such conserve and perpetuate
polarizing gender norms in the academy. Universities as gendered organizations embed
patriarchal attitudes by masking them as institutional ‘traditions’ in the name of building
community and preserving the history of their institution. “While not every venerated academic
tradition merits scrutiny, playing the game via long-established rules does little to transform or
better situate academia” (Kohn-Wood, 2020, p. 32). McGuire (2020) shared a different
experience and described,
“I recall a time when some of the men were discussing how great it would be if we could
have our next board retreat at the Augusta National Golf Club, which, at that time,
excluded women, I gently interrupted them to ask how I would be able to attend the
retreat; they looked startled, and one man laughed and said, “Oh, darn, we forgot about
you” (p.126).
McGuire’s example reminds us of the exclusionary good ol boys’ climate sometimes felt in the
academy by women in executive ranks. As discussed in Chapter 2, woman may be included as
one of boys “only to the extent that they go along with the premise of equality within patriarchal
structures and only to the extent that they conform to normative expectations” (Moore, 2007, p.
191). In other words, minoritized groups may be included only if they assimilate.
Additionally, some participants made reference to the climate of higher education as
hierarchical organizations. For example, Teresa shared, “the academy is set up in a certain way.
It's a very feudal organization with lords and serfs and the lords are the people with the advanced
degrees, and there's a class structure”. While some of the participants touched on the academy as
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a gendered space, more explicit testimonies illustrated their current role and the stereotypes
associated with the presidency. Amelia shared,
There's many times that my husband and I have gone places and people have come up to
us and have said to my husband, ‘President [ X], I've been wanting to meet you for a very
long time’ and he says, ‘Uh, huh, my last name is [ Y]. That's president [ X]’. So, I think
even today in 2021, people assume that presidents are male.
Examples of unconscious gender bias were pervasive and perceptions about the role of the
presidency and other executive leadership roles were embedded in ways that were both critical
and paltry.
Each of the four emergent themes, served to answer the overarching research questions of
this study. The next section will continue a discussion of this study in comparison to similar
studies.
Discussion: Comparison to Similar Studies
While there exists a plethora of research regarding women as students in higher
education, much of the research on university presidents highlights the slowly evolving
demographics of university presidents (Ballenger, 2010; Berg, 2020; Dunbar, 2011; Madson,
2007; Parker, 2015). Research that specifically looks at the professional trajectory and
experiences of women presidents is limited. This research study adds qualitative support to the
existing body of data on women in leadership in higher education, and extends knowledge about
women university presidents in ways that are unique from other studies. When researchers
discuss filling knowledge gaps, we must reflect on what past studies failed to do. Accordingly,
this research study distinguished itself from similar studies by considering intersectional praxis
in the study’s design, data collection phase and subsequently through intersectional analysis.
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Unlike past studies, this study interviewed complexly diverse women and all were standing
university presidents serving a four-year college at the time of the interview. The participants'
unique identities in and of themselves enhanced the significance of this study as “the women
most conspicuously absent from the ranks of senior faculty, chairs, directors, deans, provosts,
and presidents are those whose intersectional identities include affiliation with the African
American, Hispanic America, Native American, or LGBTQ communities, and other groups
traditionally marginalized within our culture” (Simmons, 2020, p. 8). As a result, some of the
findings from this study produced new knowledge and also validated existing research as
discussed in the previous section.
There are a few recent studies that have specifically looked at the seat of the university
president and considered the experiences of women in this role. Oikelome’s (2017) analysis
reviewed the experiences of black and white women university presidents. The study expressed
the aim was not to present a black/white binary that characterizes whiteness as the dominant and
the standard. The study’s analysis provided overarching commonalities and explained, “the
themes may not necessarily reflect the experience of each woman president [because] a
prototype case of a [w]hite or African American women president does not exist” (p. 28).
Oikelome identified three themes: challenges to progression, competence supersedes identity,
and strategies for navigating the pipeline. The first theme noted two sub themes: challenges
stemming from identity structures and challenges stemming from organizational structures.
While women may share in similar experiences regardless of race, ethnicity, sexual
orientation, religion, ableism, etc.- intersectional analysis reminds us that there exist important
differences in the socio-historical ways minoritized and disenfranchised identities intersect with
womanhood. Accordingly, the experiences of a non-disabled cis-gender, straight, Christian white
115

women will always differ from complexly diverse women so long as these identities remain
normalized as the default. The broader field of multicultural education reminds us that our
responsibility as critical researchers is to redistribute power by centering non-dominant voices.
For these reasons, my research intentionally sought participants with complexly diverse identities
to focus on and to bring to light their unique experiences.
Another closely related study is a narrative inquiry by Klotz (2014) - who interviewed 10
women university presidents with the goal of understanding their advancement strategies on the
path to the presidency. Klotz’s (2014) research did not consider the intersection of gender and
race; nor did the study consider the ethnic or cultural background of the participants. Klotz
(2014) suggested the basis for excluding certain identifying details (such as race and ethnicity)
was to protect the anonymity of the participants. No other rationale was provided regarding the
absence of other salient aspects of each participant's identities.
Finally, Dear’s (2016) study interviewed female chief academic officers (provosts/
associate provosts) and specifically looked at the strategies women used to overcome barriers in
their professional trajectory and obtain a position in university leadership. This study was
uniquely limited to women serving at public universities in Georgia. Despite using
intersectionality to evaluate some of the layered identities of participants (such as age, marital
status, and family) Dear specified the study intentionally excluded non-white women, and chose
to only interview white women citing, the study’s focus was not related to experiences of
ethnicity or race. Furthermore, the study’s’ conclusion noted,
[the] challenges [experienced by women in higher education leadership] have little to do
with systemic or organizational culture barriers, and more to do with the relational
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barriers that women create with other women…[and] the lack of awareness and internal
oppression that women perpetuate among each other (Dear, 2016, p. 113).
The analysis described above failed to recognize that the lived experiences of women in
executive university leadership are uniquely situated in the historically patriarchal,
heteronormative, non-disabled, white-centered elite space of the academy. Gendered
organizational theory reminds us that gender permeates ideologies, practices, and symbols- and
therefore is foundational to the cultural climate of a university. Placing the blame back on
women is to gaslight them and to disenfranchise their experience. Furthermore, it offers a free
pass to institutions of higher education that benefit from the work of women but do not take any
responsibility for creating, perpetuating, and exacerbating their struggles. Critical Multicultural
Education “recognizes that freedom from injustice requires ‘re-cognition’ of race and racism
simultaneous with understanding of the intersecting nature of racism, classism, sexism, and all
other forms of oppression” (CSIEME Framework, 2020, p. 2). To ignore the situated context of
women president’s experiences in academia is to also ignore salient aspects of the participants'
identities. The next section will further discuss the philosophy of Critical Multicultural
Education.
The primary difference between this study and other related studies is the demographics
of the participants in this study and the intentional decision to guide this study using
intersectionality as a theoretical framework. By interviewing women presidents from different
backgrounds and identities and also from various universities situated in various locations/states
within the United States, this study shares the experiences of complexly diverse women
presidents as previous studies neglected to address the criticality of intersectional identities.
Intersectionality reminds us that every single identity a person holds and the way their various
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identities are stacked in relation to dominant identities influence a person's experiences.
Furthermore, this study acknowledges the intersection of gender and other marginalized
identities as it relates to perceptions of executive leadership in the academy.
Discussion: Relationship to the Broader Field of Critical Multicultural Education
This study implemented principles of Critical Multicultural Education (CME) by
recognizing the historical and socially embedded power dynamics of the academy and asks us to
empower minoritized groups by centering the counter narrative - in this case, women university
presidents. In the case of this research study, the dominant narrative is that of the traditional
university president (elite, white, cis-gender, non-disabled, male) and the counter narrative that
of the complexly diverse participants. The CSIEME Framework (2022) reminds us that the call
to redistribute institutional power and diversify university leadership requires “equity
consciousness” and “getting proximate, changing the narrative, a willingness to do things that are
inconvenient and uncomfortable”, a continuous re/commitment to “dialogue— to listening to
understand”, and an understanding that diversity and inclusion initiatives have been “co-opted
and recuperated to appease, and re/engage ‘equity and justice’ to transform” (p.1-2).
Accordingly, this study is a testament to the work of CME.
CME also acknowledges that systemic inequalities and inequities in academia are
repackaged and practiced as ‘societal norms’ or ‘traditions’ and consequently infiltrate the
climate of an institution. This was touched upon a previous section when discussing findings that
addressed research question 4. To borrow from Torres & Pace (2005), this study reiterates
[hetero]patriarchy as an expression of whiteness because of the relationship between gender and
racial constructs to power and privilege; And because both maleness and whiteness are the two
most central embodiment of the university president. Because, “institutions meant for white,
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male intellectual elites are not places of liberation”; As critical multicultural education scholar
practioners, we are called to acknowledge inequities and create “transformative ruptures” that
disrupt structural inequities and progress “toward more equitable and just policies” (Bernal &
Aleman, 2017, p. 5, 29; Mojica Rodriguez, 2021. For that reason, suggestions toward
institutional change and closing the leadership gap will be outlined in the next section.
Closing the Leadership Gap
Women are advancing in higher education executive leadership, but women of color
specifically are further behind. The findings of this research study provided contextual
descriptions which help identify some of the obstacles experienced by women in leadership in
higher education through an intersectional lens. By detailing, categorizing, and naming obstacles,
institutions may better plan pathways to support diversifying university leadership and closing
the leadership gap.
Multicultural Organizational Development
One of the ways the academy can begin working toward closing the leadership gap is
through efforts to truly change the climate of higher education. When it comes to diversity
initiatives, universities need not focus on simply increasing numbers, posting metrics, collecting
data, and implementing initiatives- but first, should work toward cultivating a positive climate
and establish organizational practices that control for bias (Monroe et al, 2014; Renn, 2014).
Focusing on quotas as the only component for measuring equality and equity is a false
interpretation of diversity, equity and inclusion. And while representation is vital, an
authentically multicultural, inclusive organization should also be concerned with cultivating a
sense of belonging and just spaces for minoritized groups. This means universities must work
toward diversifying what “knowledge and perspectives [are taken seriously], [ensure] all
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members of all groups are treated fairly” and share power at all levels and functions (Holvino et
al., 2004, p. 249). The goal in efforts toward diversity and parity, is for the corresponding values
to be ‘weaved’ into the ‘fabric of the organization’ (Holvino et al., 2004). Therefore, diversity in
higher education must come from major institutional shifts which include recognizing biased
perceptions, attitudes, and practices (Holvino et al., 2004; Renn, 2014). Williams (2013) adds,
“to be effective, academic institutions need to make enhancing diversity a strategic priority” (p.
14). The Multicultural Organizational Development Model (MCOD) serves as an approach for
universities to cultivate authentically inclusive organizations. MCOD explains institutions will
experience three phases: monocultural, transitional, and multicultural. Within each phase there
are two stages (totaling six) beginning from monocultural to multicultural (Holvino et al., 2004).
In the first phase, monocultural organizational values and customs are dominated by a
singular, dominant group. Monocultural organizations take two forms: exclusionary and passive.
Exclusionary organizations exclude non-members in their philosophy and with their actions. In
this stage, the exclusion is intentional and explicit. Passive organizations are similar to the
exclusionary stage in that members of the dominant group exclude minorities; however passive
organizations make exceptions for those that might blend in and “fit”. In other words, in the
passive stage segregation exists, but membership is slightly more ambiguous. Holvino et al.
(2004) explain the passive stage is much like the operation of “private social clubs, where the
norms include passive exclusions and ignoring of differences” (p.247).
In the second phase, transitional organizations implement efforts to assimilate outsiders
into dominant norms. The two stages of transitional organizations are: compliance and positive
action. In the compliance stage, institutions mildly include outsiders and do not actively alter the
management of the organization. Subsequently, the first stage to display active efforts toward
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inclusion is the positive stage. In this stage, institutions tolerate differences and are actively
working toward engaging non-dominant group members into the organization. However, there
are covert processes that give the dominant group an advantage. Considering all of the literature
reviewed, this paper would place U.S. universities in the positive transitional stage of
organizational development.
Finally, in the third phase, multicultural organizations welcome and integrate diverse
perspectives (identities, cultures, styles, and groups) into the larger institutional system and
values. Multicultural organizations have two stages: redefining and multicultural. In the
redefining stage, organizations are intentional in their efforts to be inclusive of different
identities. Furthermore, organizations in this stage also work toward eliminating explicit and
covert discrimination. However, despite creating inclusive and diverse environments,
organizational members in the redefining stage are still adapting and acquiring cultural
competencies. The final stage is multicultural and serves as the model stage of the MCOD
development process. In this stage, institutions “seek and value all differences and develop the
systems and work practices that support all members of every group to success” (Holvino et al.,
2004, p. 249). And where equality, equity, and inclusivity are all central to the institution’s
identity. Additionally, Holvino et al. (2004) believe diversity initiatives must include structural,
cultural and behavioral change in order to develop a multiculturally. That is, policies, beliefs, and
actions must act synergistically and “build on each other” (Holvino et al., 2004, p. 250).
Furthermore, MCOD deems institutional development is not possible without a transformation in
organizational consciousness. Williams (2013) agrees, for a change to be transformative, it has to
be shared and executed at multiple points within the institutions, moving organically in such a
way that it touches everyone. Resources must be committed over time and senior leadership must
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be involved in a substantial way… not only structures but core assumptions must evolve. (p.
191). Ultimately, MCOD serves as a worthy approach to diversifying leadership in higher
education because it directly confronts structural inequities and hidden biases perpetuating the
leadership gap.
Action Items
The findings of this study affirm several recommendations for institutional change.
Below are action steps institutions may implement toward cultivating a multicultural
organization and closing the leadership gap:
1. Appoint qualified women to positions of power. Research surrounding the importance
of representation and the positive influence it has on future generations is well
documented (Monroe et al, 2014; Ulkti-Steiner et al, 2020). “The single most important
factor [that opens opportunities for all women and aids in closing the leadership gap] is
the dedicated policy of appointing women to positions of power. [This is] a critical way
to provide talented women with experience and exposure to the networks necessary [for
sustainable change] and to alter a culture that can limit women by its assumptions about
[what] leadership [should be] and what is ‘appropriate’ behavior for women. (Monroe et
al, 2014, p. 421). As previously mentioned in the discussion of the findings,
representation in leadership demonstrates a positive ripple effect for future generations.
2. Establish Official Campus-Wide Mentorship Programs. As discussed in chapter 2,
men benefit more from informal mentoring and homologous reproduction, as people are
more likely to help those who remind them of themselves. There is growing evidence that
supports the effectiveness of formal mentorship for women and women of color
(Meschitti & Lawton Smith, 2017). Specifically, research highlights the value of “two
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related types of mentoring: departmental /professional and university-wide/personal.
Departmental/professional mentoring pairs young faculty members with senior mentors–
male or female– within their own departments to counsel on disciplinary issues related to
research and teaching within their own discipline. Such mentoring is most successful
when coupled with more personal mentoring with a female mentor, preferably outside the
department who can be a sympathetic listener not involved in promotion decisions”
(Monroe et al., 2014, p. 421). Notably, a recent study conducted at Cornell University
found a near 40% boost in promotion rates of minoritized groups (including women) as a
result of the implementation of successful mentorship programs (Kramer, 2021).
3. Require Implicit Bias Training. A 2015 study of university faculty members that
participated in anti-bias trainings found that it improved the environment in their
departments (Anderson et al.). While trainings on the topics of sexual harassment, active
shooters, and cyber security are commonly onboarding requirements and often require
recertification every number of years; university faculty and staff have long resisted
mandated trainings. The federal executive order 13950 issued in September 2020, which
banned diversity trainings is just one example of the long contentious debate around
mandated implicit bias and diversity training. The controversial executive order barred
federal agencies, federal contractors, and recipients of federal grants from conducting
diversity and inclusion training on the grounds that they were ‘anti-american’. It took
effect on November 21, 2020 but it was reversed on January 20, 2021 under a new
administration. The argument of the short-lived executive order provides a perspective
for enacting mandated implicit bias trainings with stakeholder support as “individuals’
social and political attitudes are, in part, formed by perceptions of their own self-interest.
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Therefore, the effectiveness of diversity training may be impacted by the degree to which
participants feel that diversity is relevant and important to the well-being of the
organization to which their own well-being is tied” (Goldstein Hode et al, 2018, p. 351).
Highlighting the benefits of the implicit bias trainings for all members of the academy
will be central to its implementation. Other research finds conventional implicit bias
trainings to fail- and even backfire- because they do not address the systemic bias
embedded in an organization (Asare, 2019; Gino & Coffman, 2021). In order for the
trainings to have an impact on the university climate, they must create cultural shifts and
require participants to “transfer and apply what they learned” by addressing “bias and
discrimination as they occur” (Goldstein Hode et al, 2018, p. 359). Implicit-Bias trainings
are only one piece of the puzzle that require recurring, intentional, long-term
commitments to learning and improving.
4. Prioritize an equitable workplace. While human resource offices and departments that
oversee Title IX have positively influenced efforts toward gender parity, a sizeable pay
gap and leadership gap still exists. Universities must reinvigorate efforts to widen
candidate pools, draft inclusive job descriptions, and conduct blind resume screenings.
Alongside the previous suggestion of requiring implicit-bias trainings, search committee
members should actively self-reflect on their own biases, especially when reviewing
candidates for executive leadership roles. Additionally, prioritizing an equitable
workplace is not limited to new recruitments, offering flexible workplace policies for all
employees supports healthy work/life balance. Finally, prioritizing an equitable
workplace also involves paid maternity/paternity leave and offering childcare options in
benefit packages.
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Closing the leadership gap means investing in equitable programs, support, and services on an
organizational level; but it also means taking action on an individual level. Organizational
change is slow and constitutes lots of bureaucratic red tape. As new generations of women hope
to attain the seat of the university presidency, they must intentionally work on empowering
themselves through confidence building, skill building, negotiation skills, and continuously
encouraging other women to advocate for themselves. Kay & Shipman (2014) explain,
There is a particular crisis for women—a vast confidence gap that separates the sexes.
Compared with men, women don’t consider themselves as ready for promotions, they
predict they’ll do worse on tests, and they generally underestimate their abilities. A
growing body of evidence shows just how devastating this lack of confidence can be.
Success, it turns out, correlates just as closely with confidence as it does with competence
(para. 12).
While this study recognizes the importance of agency, confidence, and self-empowerment- the
key to closing the leadership gap does not lie in the adaptation or assimilation of women to the
‘traditions’ of the patriarchal academy, rather the fundamental goal must be to transform and
‘update’ the culture in academia.
Reimagining an Inclusive Academy
“For the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house.” (Lorde, 2020, p. 113)
Efforts toward closing the leadership gap must include campus wide conversations, think
tanks, accountability, and action items like those discussed in the previous section. Institutions
truly dedicated to diversifying leadership, must consider not doing things the way they’ve always
been done. Participants in this study also spoke about the need to rejuvenate the culture of the
125

academy and touched upon on this need to rewrite the rules, sharing:
● Are we recreating what we've always known? Or do we want to create something
new and different? - Olivia
● The majority of students in higher education are now women, the majority of
leaders are not. We still have a long way to go until the leadership in higher
education reflects the student body. - Scarlett
● I just don't think there's anything else that can center our work that's more
important than equity. I think that has to be the organizing principle for every
decision we make. And I mean it in every sense of the word. I don't just mean
gender equity. I mean, thinking big tent about creating an academy for everyone.
An academy that not just includes, it's not just like it's made for elite people who
let others come and sit at their table, but really remaking the whole table. So, it's a
table for everybody. - Teresa
Participant’s sentiments speak to the sense of responsibility described in the second emergent
theme and is indicative of their need to impact the greater community. The sense of
responsibility is appropriately and uniquely inherited by individuals who have experienced firsthand the consequences of leaving things as they are. “[When people in power] are often so
disconnected from the experiences of [minoritized groups] they cannot even fathom the full
extent of systemic inequality. They cannot fix what they cannot understand, and in their
ignorance, they maintain those gates as strong and unmovable” (Mojica Rodriguez, 2021).
Accordingly, re-imagining an inclusive academy requires us to “recognize difference as crucial
strength” in the efforts to reimagine an inclusive academy (Lorde, 2020, p.102). Lorde (2020)
reminds us, that minoritized groups are uniquely bound together and shares, “I am not free while
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any woman is unfree, even when her shackles are very different from my own.” (p. 124).
Accordingly, reimaging an inclusive academy means….
There is no gender justice without racial justice,
There is no gender justice without LGBTQ rights,
There is no gender justice without religious freedom,
There is no gender justice without disability justice.
Because “one does not liberate people by alienating them. Authentic liberation—the process of
humanization— is a praxis: the action and reflection of men and women upon their world in
order to transform it” (Freire, 1968, p. 79).

Recommendations for Future Research
Four specific areas come to mind when considering recommendations for future research
surrounding women in leadership and the academy as a gendered organization: maternity leave
policies, equitable pay, hiring practices, and the effectiveness of mandated implicit bias training.
While these topics have been touched upon in existing literature, the recommendation comes as a
result of the reality that these challenges are still faced by women today.
Notably, the struggles of balancing motherhood with a demanding career was not
significantly prominent in the findings of this study. Only one participant mentioned, “it wasn't
that [my career suffered] because I had children. It's that my children suffered, because I let them
control my life” Additionally, multiple participants mentioned taking no time off after the birth
of their child[ren]. However, because experiences around maternity leave were not elaborated,
this topic did not emerge as a theme of this study’s findings. Future research might consider
looking at the evolution of maternity leave in higher education and whether it varies by state or
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from institution to institution and interrogate if the espoused values of each institution match
their maternity leave policies.
Another opportunity for future research would be to explore the compensation of
presidents and other executive leaders at public and private colleges. While there is plenty of
research that demonstrates the difference between women of color and inequitable pay- it is an
issue that merits further interrogation and should be continually brought to light both at the entry
level and executive level. It is important to recognize that the latter garners more attention simply
because of its high stake’s platform. Accordingly, I was able to locate the pay of two of the
participants in this study and compared it to the salaries of men serving at similar institutional
types and sizes, and found that the women were earning 30% less than men despite having
double the number of years of experience (Baumen et al, 2021). While significant salary
disparity was found in the case of these two participants, a future study would be able to analyze
the data on a much larger scale.
Next, this study did not specifically interrogate the gendered nature of hiring practices in
academia. Accordingly, future research might look at studying search committee’s members that
participate in implicit bias training or discuss implicit bias at the onset of the search versus
search committees that do not. This type of study would further examine the leadership gap in
higher education by providing perspective about how hiring decisions are made, how committee
perceptions influence hiring, and how to improve hiring practices. This type of study would also
be pivotal in aiding efforts to closing the executive leadership gap.
Finally, succeeding research may also consider repeating this study in the future as more
women slowly enter the executive ranks, providing the upcoming generation of leader’s women
in power to look to as role models (albeit less number women of color)- which past generations
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did not have. Future research may consider revisiting the aforementioned topics in a new light,
with the goal of recapturing the attention of all stakeholders- including but not limited to
institutions, board of regents, and the individuals which are directly affected by inequitable
policies of maternity leave, equitable pay, hiring practices, and implicit bias trainings. Because
the issues- independently and interconnectedly- all deserve longstanding, sustainable actions and
the implementation of equitable policies to be made a priority.
Key Takeaways
Intersectionality is a vital framework for understanding systems of power, privilege, and
bias situated in gendered organizations. Accordingly, this study was guided by intersectionality
theory and illustrated the importance of recognizing the various layers of individuals’ status- and
the weight of oppression(s) that are stacked as a result of holding multiple disenfranchised
identities. Through the four emergent themes: (a) Unexpected Path, (b) The Weight of Being
‘The First’, (c) Agency, Authenticity & Awareness, and (d) The Gendered Nature of the
Presidency, this study,
1. Illustrated the unique experiences of women university presidents.
2. Corroborated the importance of mentorship and representation.
3. Extended intersectionality theory by recognizing the simultaneous, layered, and
interlaced weight of oppression, but also identified the appendage of responsibility
carried by complexly diverse women. Whereas the responsibility was experienced
both as an obligation and an honor; and in tribute to their own culture, and
identities, etc. - as well as a commitment to supporting other non-dominant
communities.
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4. Reemphasized the double bind women leaders experience and the strategies they
use to mediate the tether.
5. Substantiated the need to incite “transformative ruptures” in the academy (Delgado
Bernal & Aleman, 2017, p.5) in order to disrupt bias and power structures
(pertaining to gender, race, sexual orientation and other minoritized identities)
necessary to closing the leadership gap.
Finally, this study reminds scholar practitioners that the notion of intersectionality should not be
limited as a theoretical framework for critical inquiry, but should also be used as a praxis to guide
how we engage with others and cultivate new knowledge in the academy.
Conclusion
Chapter 1 introduced the qualitative research study on women in higher education
leadership by recounting the history of women in higher education and reviewing the current
status of women in higher education leadership roles. Chapter 1 also introduced the research
questions and provided the theoretical frameworks that guided the study. Chapter 2 reviewed
existing literature regarding women in higher education and university presidents. Chapter 2 also
identified gaps in the literature. Chapter 3 discussed the methodology chosen for the study,
outlined the research design and methods, and provided the timeline of activities. Chapter 3 also
included a discussion of the research participants, and described how informed consent was
obtained. Chapter 4 introduced the research findings, emergent themes, and implications.
Chapter 5 considered the assumptions, limitations, and delimitations of the study, discussed the
significance of the findings, and highlighted key takeaways. Finally, chapter 5 also provided
recommendations for further research.
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While women have made large strides when it comes to gender parity in regards to
degree attainment, progress in higher education leadership has been partial and painfully slow.
Specifically, with respect to status, power, and authority in higher education leadership roles,
opportunities and access for women are still limited. The underlying causes of discrimination
against women pursuing higher rank positions in academia are deep rooted and complex as they
are tied to the social conditions of a gendered organization. Implicit social cognition and
unconscious biases are largely contributing factors of discrimination and exclusion. While
national mandates have been placed to inhibit discrimination, the perpetuation of bias in the field
of higher education is ironic (Klein, Ortman, & Friedman, 2002; Koch & Irby, 2002). Renn
(2014) summarizes best, as “higher education [reflects] society, and what happens on campus
may be no worse than what happens off campus. But in institutions designed to promote learning
and development, to embrace the best possibilities of human interaction and growth, and to be at
the forefront of creating new knowledge standards for equity and fair treatment should be at least
possible, if not attainable” (p. 56). The study hoped to highlight the need to make visible the
lived experiences of women pursuing higher education leadership roles and executive positions.
In order to ensure gender discrimination does not persist in higher education leadership,
institutions must demolish the patriarchal tendencies embedded in academic culture and mature
into an authentically multicultural organization. My hope is that this study will springboard
discussion, and, more importantly, creative solutions that work to actively change the culture of
higher education and provide insight into the leaky pipeline of women in higher education
leadership.
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o Recorded & edited over 100 videos for various programs and events.
▪ Executed using a Sony A6600 camera and edited in Adobe Premiere Pro.
▪ Including promotional videos to market the relaunch of newly reimagined
programs across various social media platforms and university newsletters
and communications.
▪ Including Graduate Faculty Trainings, New Graduate Student Orientation
& Graduate Assistant Orientation for the Fall 2020, Spring, Summer, Fall
of 2021 and Spring 2022.
Adapted existing programs and events to online format.
o Using Canvas, Zoom, Webex, REMO, Youtube Live Streaming

•

HIGHLIGHTS: Executed the implementation of newly reimagined & redesigned, New Graduate
Student Orientation which increased graduate student engagement by 140% in 2020 & an
additional 35% in 2021.
CEIP RABASSA, SPANISH MINISTRY OF EDUCATION, CULTURE, AND SPORT, 2018
LANGUAGE & CULTURE CONSULTANT
•
•

•

Monitored, Evaluated, and Analyzed the effectiveness of Tri-lingual Programming
throughout the Valencian region.
Submitted end-of-year report for training purposes to be used at the orientation
for the Valencian Community Auxiliaries participating in the 2018- 2019
academic school year.
Post evaluation, assisted in the renovation of the Tri-lingual program by
developing new curriculum and content for English Language Center.

UNIVERSITY OF NEVADA, LAS VEGAS, NV/REMOTE, 2018
VIRTUAL ACADEMIC SUCCESS COACH
•

•
•
•

Using evidenced based research and exercising the university-wide Top Tier Initiative,
I drafted an original proposal for online coaching services to the Dean of the Academic
Success Center.
Developed and implemented a pilot study for Virtual Success Coaching
Delivered online support for first-year students to support adaptation to university life.
Analyzed student-related cases and individualized academic plans

INSTITUTE OF INTERNATIONAL EDUCATION, 2014 – 2015
FOREIGN FULBRIGHT UNIVERSITY PLACEMENT OFFICER
•
•
•
•

Contributed to projects and tasks involving complex details requiring excellent
organizational, time-management, and administrative skills.
Demonstrated excellent interpersonal and communication skills, both oral and written.
Interpreted documents, including contracts, policy manuals, and procedures;
drafted complex reports and correspondence.
Exercised sensitivity to cultural differences and discretion on confidential matters.
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•
•
•

Applied knowledge of U.S. and international higher education system and admissions
process.
Negotiated $10m cost-sharing between institutions and ministries to obtain the
best university offer for each student.
Collaborated with various Ministries of Education, such as those of Afghanistan,
Argentina, Turkey, Burkina Faso, Spain, Italy, Iran, India, Vietnam, Brazil, Mexico,
Nepal, Myanmar.
RESEARCH EXPERIENCE

UNIVERSITY OF NEVADA, LAS VEGAS, NV, 2019 – 2021
PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT RESEARCH ASSISTANT, GRADUATE COLLEGE
•
•
•
•

Providing research support to Top Tier Committees
Creating, distributing, and analyzing Graduate College surveys
Research and writing white papers; Summarizing data, writing, and presenting reports
Assisting in the planning and execution of various events and programs

UNIVERSITY OF NEVADA, LAS VEGAS, NV, 2018 - 2019
RESEARCH ASSISTANT, COMMUNICATION STUDIES
•

•
•
•
•

Assisted in the redesigning of basic Communication courses including: Oral
Communication, Interpersonal Communication, and Organizational
Communication into a hybrid format.
Updated student assessment materials, rubrics, and course content, including the
custom textbook and in-class activities and workshops
Develop script, content, and production of videos to game-ify the online learning of
hybrid courses.
Researched evidence-based practices for online education and transparency.
Assisted in the reimagination, planning, and coordination of the Semi-Annual Speech
Competition

UNIVERSITY OF NEVADA, LAS VEGAS, NV, 2020 – 2021
MINORITY SERVING INSTUTITION COUNCIL MEMBER
•
•
•
•
•

Ensure student engagement and input by discussing and resolving issues concerning
academic policy, campus climate, matriculation, political education, and more.
Identifying and creating activities, resources, and more to better serve MSI students
Assisting with auditing campus to identify resources and practices
Lead Virtual Trivia night during Homecoming Week. Questions focused on UNLV and
MSI History in the United States.
Partnered with the Intersection in support of First-Generation Faculty, Staff, and Students
Week. Awarded $3000 in scholarships
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•

Partnered with the Black Mountain Institute and awarded $2000 in scholarship awards for
essay contest winners.
Partnered with the Faculty Center and Online Education to develop a professional
develop course for UNLV instructors as part of the Equity Institute. The course is being
built in canvas and will cover topics such as: Inclusive Language, Culturally Relevant
Pedagogy, Unconscious Bias, Stereotype Threat, Diversity and Equity in the classroom,
the Digital Divide, Student Development Theories, Student Identities and Student Stories.

•

TEACHING + LECTURE EXPERIENCE
UNIVERSITY OF NEVADA, LAS VEGAS
•
•
•
•

WORKSHOP FACILITATOR, OFFICE OF DIVERSITY INITIATIVES
INSTRUCTOR, ORAL COMMUNICATION 101 (HYBRID FORMAT)
GRADUATE ASSISTANT, PRINCIPLES OF PERSUASUION, COM 404
GRADUATE ASSISTANT, ORGANIZATIONAL COMMUNICATION 317 (ONLINE
FORMAT)
WORKSHOP FACILITATOR, HONORS COLLEGE

•

OTHER PROFESSIONAL EXPERIENCE

NEW YORK FASHION INSTITUTE OF
TECHNOLOGY, 2014
ADMISSIONS OFFICE

INLAND VALLEY JUSTICE CENTER, 2007 –
2008
MEDIATOR

DAVILA LAW FIRM P.A., 2012 – 2013
PARALEGAL and MEDIATOR

UNIVERSITY OF LA VERNE, CA, 2006 – 2008
MEDIATOR

OTHER PROFESSIONAL TRAININGS
•
•

Dream Zone Training, March 2017
Focused on issues related to undocumented and DACAmented students and how campus
professionals may better assist this student population.
Safe Zone Training, September 2016
Dedicated to issues related the LGBTQ+ community in order to develop allies who will
promote an equitable and inclusive environment.
Green Dot Training, October 2015
Bystander intervention training for violence prevention on campus.

•
•
•
•

PUBLICATIONS AND PRESENTATIONS
•

Soria, J. (2021). Tips 7 Tricks for Teaching Assistants. Panelist at the University of
Nevada, Las Vegas.
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•
•
•
•

•

•

•

Soria, J. (2020). Successfully Launch Your Graduate Career: Tips for 1st Year Students.
Panelist at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas.
Soria, J. (2020). Racismo en EEUU. Guest Speaker via zoom webinar at Cáritas
España.
Soria, J. (2019). Women in Higher Education Leadership. Guest Speaker in EDH 609:
Leading Diverse Organizations at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas.
Allard, M., Boucher, E., Chodock, T., Hayden, S., Klimow, N., Nehls, K., Soria, J.,
Spinrad, M., Thoman, S., Tyler, T. (2018) Experiences of International Students at
Community College. Symposium presented at the 30thth annual Ethnographic and
Qualitative Research Conference in Las Vegas, Nevada.
Yeaton, K.E., Garcia, H. A., Soria, J., & Huerta, M. (2017). Cultivating global
citizens for the global good. In H.C. Alphin, R. Y. Chan, & J. Lavine (Eds.), The
future of accessibility of international higher education (pp.1-20).
Bilquist, S., Carroll, S., Haynes, C., Jackson, B., Martinez, J., McVay, K., Nehls,k.,
Nourrie, E., Nichols, T., Repman, S., Soria, J., Theodore, M., Yeaton, K.E. (2017).
An examination of leadership among mid-level professionals in higher education.
Symposium presented at the 29th annual Ethnographic and Qualitative Research
Conference in Las Vegas, Nevada.
Soria, J. (2016). Bilingual Education as a vehicle for Peace Education. Poster presented
at the Professional and Graduate Research Forum at the University of Nevada, Las
Vegas.

OTHER CONFERENCE EXPERIENCE
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Room Manager, British Council Going Global (Berlin) 2019
Room Manager, British Council Going Global (Kuala Lumpur) 2018
Room Manager, British Council Going Global (London) 2017
Room Manager, European Association of International Education (Sevilla) 2017
Volunteer, The Student Affairs Conference at NYU (New York) 2017
Room Manager, Universities UK International Higher Education Forum (London) 2017
Room Manager, Ethnographic and Qualitative Research Conference (Las Vegas) 2016
Volunteer, American Educational Research Association (D.C.) 2016
Volunteer, NACADA (Las Vegas) 2015
Coordinator’s Intern, IE Best Practices now known as IIE Summit (New York) 2014
Intern - University Member Recruitment, IIE Generation Study Abroad 2014
Volunteer, NAFSA (San Diego) 2014

PROFESSIONAL AFFILIATIONS
•
•
•

Graduate Student Advisory Board, UNLV Graduate College (2020-2021)
Vice President, UNLV Leadership Council (2016–2017)
Member, Ivy League Club of Spain (2013-2015)
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ADDITIONAL INFORMATION
Languages: English, Spanish
Technical Proficiencies: 60wmp, mac/Windows OS, Microsoft Office, Adobe Premiere Pro,
WebEx, Zoom, Skype, Youtube, Badgr, Salesforce, Qualtrics, Canvas, Canvas Analytics,
Google Workplace, Eventpass, Acclaim, and social media platforms.
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